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      Adeline

      

      I’ve been chased from my home and everything I hold dear in this world.

      I’ve lost my family.

      I’ve died.

      All for a magic that I can’t even use.

      That is, until the night my heart stopped.

      Now I’m back.

      Not only is my heart beating, it’s pushing me into the arms of a stranger.

      One who can’t seem to get enough of me one minute, then reminds me that at the end of the day, our kind are enemies.

      As my magic manifests and I learn to embrace the darkness while still standing in the light, I can’t help but wonder something…

      Is this animosity really just because I’m a witch?

      Or has he played a hand in my torment?

      

      William

      I was ready to die the night I met her.

      But fate had other ideas.

      Now my wolf is trying to lead me like a blind man.

      But I see it.

      I know without a doubt.

      But I can’t have her.

      I fight not to get caught up in her presence.

      Her scent.

      Her smile.

      For just a few moments I forget that it isn’t possible and let myself believe we live in a perfect world together.

      Then I wake up and realize she’ll never be mine.

      I’ve done the unthinkable.

      I’ve betrayed my mate.

      

      - Please Note -

      

      Welcome to the world of the Raedans! This series features a new couple every book that ranges from enemies-to-lovers all the way to second chance. HEA is always guaranteed.

      You will meet witches, demons, werewolves, nymphs, and all manner of dark mythological creatures and gods. Through it all, it is dark, violent, and sinfully delicious.

      These books are recommended for readers 17+ as the scenes can be graphic from both a violent and sensual perspective.
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      An earsplitting crack slices through hushed whispers as the warehouse doors splinter, then fall. They meet the cement ground with a resounding thud, tremors traveling and echoing off the roof as splinters fly, casting needle-like shadows.

      No one dares to move.

      Or breathe.

      A beautiful warrioress enters through the hole that used to be a barred entrance. Her heeled boots pulverize slivers of wood and debris as her trailing cloak of crow’s feathers leaves a smear of crimson stain in her wake. Long, ebony hair falls down her back, small braids intricately knotted at her temples sway gently as she gracefully traverses the wreckage. Her swirling eyes leisurely take in the terrified faces of the conspirators.

      This secret meeting was a risk.

      They knew that.

      Just like they know now not to speak.

      Or attempt to save themselves.

      No one is making it out of this room alive.

      The powerful goddess with eyes the color of molten copper and lips the same shade as the bloody trail behind her stops just a few feet from their broken circle. The metallic tang of blood ramps up the tension in the room as she scans every face, memorizing every detail as everyone does their best not to piss themselves.

      A small smile tilts her lips, then curls into a sneer as she lifts the hand that had previously been hidden behind her back. Strangled gasps and choked sobs reverberate through the room as the glazed over eyes of their leader stare in post-mortem horror at them from his severed head.

      “I have come to deliver your messenger, though a little worse for wear. He managed to deliver your expectations of me.”

      The head falls, seemingly in slow motion, then lands with a sickening, wet thud. The group of mythos gasp as one, a few giving in and retching as horror turns their stomachs.That lifeless face rolls end over end, open lips sagging in rigid terror, settling just a few feet from the female that took it from its body.

      All is silent.

      Badb, Goddess of War and Death, clasps her bloody hands in front of her and closes her eyes against the traitors before her. She inhales deeply, as if gathering patience.

      Control.

      After a few moments, she opens them and addresses the room.

      “While I am deeply in your debt, I must humbly deny your order for me to stay hidden,” she says.

      The air charges a second before she strikes.

      The one closest to her, a warlock with a grisly red beard and beady eyes, is snatched by the arm and twisted. Badb’s claws sink through his chest, effortlessly breaking bone and tearing sinew as his screams echo off the walls. The screams turn to gurgling as blood runs over his lips. A terrible sucking sound accompanies the harvest of his heart and the end of his life. His body sags to the ground as Badb holds his heart up like a prized possession. She marvels at it, then turns her gaze on those cowering close by.

      A glacial smile is met with whimpers and expressions of grim acceptance.

      “It is not in my nature to skulk in the shadows. Is that not why you freed me from my eternal prison?”

      The heart caves in on itself as Badb’s claws curl into a fist around it, pulverizing the flesh and leaving residual blood to flow down and drip from her elbow.

      “Is that not why you wish to free my sisters?” she muses.

      A vampire staggers forward, fangs extended in her panic. Blonde tresses fall over her face as her knees hit the ground with a bone wrenching thud. One hand timidly comes up, her crystal blue eyes beseeching the being before her.

      “My lady, we are doing all that we can—“

      “Are you? Then why are my sisters not here? Why is the one mythos that can make or break us not accounted for?”

      The crowd darts back, shouts ringing out as the lights flicker, then die. A wail rings out into the darkness, the goddess warning her victims of what’s coming.

      A few in the group do their best to keep their heartbeat steady, their bodies still and silent among the chaos. Others give in to their fear, their feet slapping against concrete and slipping in blood as they do their best to make it to the exit.

      They don’t.

      Gurgled screams crescendo, then abruptly cut off. The wet sound of bodies being torn open, then apart, reverberates through the cavernous warehouse room. The sounds of different limbs hit like drums in water as they make it to the floor, becoming one with the wreckage of their brethren.

      Someone is screaming, voice cracking against the force of her terrified windpipes trying to wake her up from this nightmare.

      “Turn on the lights! Please, please! Turn on the fucking lights,” she wails.

      The room is bathed in light, revealing the carnage that used to be immortal beings.

      Only five remain.

      Badb stares down those who are still standing, her pale skin seeming to glow and flourish after being coated in the blood of those who tried to subdue her. Black claws and blackened fingertips come to rest on her hips, the glinting metal of her armored corset barely visible under the layer of viscera that coats her. The length of chain mail that serves as her skirt hangs thick and stiff, blood drying and forcing the loops of metal to stick in place.

      She commands the room.

      She could command the world in this state.

      “Go to your factions. Tell them that from this point forward, we will do things my way,” she growls.

      She roughly jerks her chin to dismiss them, a glint of amusement in her gaze as she watches the survivors begin warily stepping around her for the exit.

      She seems to find their wild gazes and labored breaths deeply entertaining as they trudge through the product of her wrath. Badb lets them get to within just a couple feet of the exit before she addresses them one last time.

      One would think that they would run as soon as she opened her mouth, reaching for freedom and leaving this place as quickly as their feet will carry them.

      But they stop in their tracks, listening while their eyes studying the ground.

      They know better than to run now.

      “Find my sisters, and find her. Let us not have a reason to meet this way again…”

    

  







            One

          

        

      

    

    




      Adeline

      Mellow yet optimistic music flows from the stage as I lazily sway along with the crowd. The bewitching notes travel through the summer air, then caress down my spine, drawing a sigh from my lips. My body fights against the sweet music, its muscle memory rebelling at the thought of releasing that constant tension I’ve been carrying around for the last fourteen months. I push past the panic of letting my guard down and force my shoulders to drop the weight they’ve been carrying.

      After being on the run for so long, I deserve to relax for one night.

      Just one night, please.

      I send the thought out to the Universe, trying not to put too much force behind it in an attempt to just let it be accepted instead of questioned.

      Just one night.

      Hell, I’d be grateful for just a couple of hours.

      I need this, to be just another face in the crowd.

      In the moment.

      The song slows, guitar and drums becoming softer and more rhythmic as they take over from the vocalist in an enchanting run. The knotted muscles in my back finally ease as I close my eyes and let my head drop back. The concert is being held on some remote fairground, so as I open my eyes and look up a million twinkling stars greet me. The sky is breathtaking, powerful.

      I close my eyes as the drums fade and it’s just the lead guitarist sending me into a steady sway. A heavy exhale later and I am hanging on every word as the vocalist takes back control of the song. His hauntingly comforting voice crashes over me, taking the last of my tension away.

      Finally.

      The music chases everything else away until it’s just me.

      Just now.

      This is what carefree feels like.

      Why music is so fucking therapeutic and life changing.

      Being on the run for so long, I have forgotten what it’s like to simply be.

      To just exist in the moment.

      I want to cry because being in this field of joyful, sweaty people while the band plays is the happiest I’ve ever been in my adult life, and I feel like I’ll die if I lose this now.

      It’s been too long.

      I don’t want to hold it together anymore.

      I’ve done my best to lie low, to blend in and never stay in one place for too long. But tonight I need this sense of normalcy.

      And maybe a small part of me is ready for this to be over.

      Maybe.

      I am the last living member of the great Montgomery Wicca line.

      The one that cursed the rest of the family to their doom.

      I didn’t fucking want any of this.

      But fate is one cruel bitch.

      The song ends as another begins, this one angrier, faster. The softness of my swaying hips takes on a sharp turn as my head snaps back to the stage. While the serenity of the previous song gave me comfort, it isn’t me. Not long term anyway.

      As much as I wish differently.

      This new one is what speaks to my soul. The harsh thrashing and clashing of notes paired with the singer’s raw rage sparks something within that I usually run from. I move my body from side to side, laughing as I spill my drink down the front of my navy blue oversized tee and frayed black jean shorts. I lifted them both from a laundromat earlier today. Their previous owner was too trusting and left the room to take a piss.

      You snooze, you lose.

      The shorts are a bit too short for my liking, but beggars can’t be choosers and I definitely don’t have the cash for new clothes. The few outfits I do have are getting pretty threadbare. Luckily, my biker boots are scuffed, but holding strong.

      I would get a job with the humans, but that requires a social security number, and I ran away from any connections that could get me one. Not that it would work out for me to have a nine-to-five even if I wasn’t on the run.

      Here’s my secret: I’m a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

      A bomb ready to go off once the right sequence is entered.

      A necromancer.

      An immortal, or mythos, with such power that most would, or had, killed for.

      My grandmother foretold I would ascend to be the Queen of the Dead. I would be able to command all lost souls, resurrect the departed, and tip the scales towards good or evil as I choose.

      That prophecy has equalled my family’s destruction.

      I, Adeline Montgomery, am the reason my family is dead.

      I scream, the harshness of my voice scraping against my throat as it leaves to be lost among the sea of other screams brought on by the music. It feels so good to be loud after so long of being quiet that I open my jaw wider to prolong the next bought of self-hatred.

      Why did my grandmother have to broadcast that fucking prophecy?

      Why did it even have to happen?

      Why me?

      Why?

      If it wasn’t for this wretched power inside me, the Vromik would have never come. That cult took everything.

      Everyone I love.

      This time I hear my shrill agony pierce above the crowd’s shouts. It’s enough to shock me into silence and still my quaking body. I nervously jerk my head around, pushing silver-blond curls out of my face as I search for any shocked stares or threats. Aside from a few side-eyes, the crowd could care fucking less about my mental breakdown.

      Good.

      A shred of sense comes back to me and I force the pain back, bury it deep down, get it fucking together.

      This isn’t the time or place.

      Not when I can’t even defend myself.

      That’s right folks, the supposed all powerful necromancer can’t access the thing she’s being hunted for.

      My necromancy is completely dormant.

      Dead as a doornail.

      Hah.

      The song that almost made me lose my mind ends. Back to the swaying shit from before that cracked open my hardened exterior and made me feel safe for a solid four minutes.

      I haven’t slipped up this bad in months.

      The last time almost cost me my life. Hopefully, this time doesn’t collect.

      Last time I had slipped inside my family’s graveyard, intent on speaking to my grandmother. I had planned to ask for the location of our coven’s grimoire.

      At least that slip had had a purpose.

      I need that fucking book.

      The grimoire contains the most sacred magic of our kind. If there is a way to keep me safe and off the Vromik’s radar, it’s in that book. Which was why the risk was worth it to me.

      Why I swallowed back the pain of seeing all those graves, all those deaths that are on my hands. But no amount of meditating, chanting, or goat’s blood would awaken my power that night.

      I remember packing up the remnants of my spell, devastated that I had failed yet again.

      Overcome knowing that if I wanted to live… I had to run.

      I remember turning from my grandmother’s grave, letting the cold revelation settle in my mind. That was when the hooded figures had emerged from the tree line.

      They made no move to capture me then, no doubt believing I would raise every body in that graveyard to fight. I remember panic stealing my breath as I lifted my chin and let the wind play with my hair, selling the lie with every fiber of my being. The vultures had allowed me to get into my car and leave.

      And so I ran.

      All the way across the country and back again. I have lived in fear for so long.

      Which is why I need tonight.

      And is also why they found me.

      You know those segments in the movies where the main character is blissfully unaware that they are completely fucked?

      I can relate.

      The night is going so well, nothing amiss besides my fraying psyche.

      I’m just one among the crowd.

      I allow myself to imbibe and sort through my feelings, enjoying the ruse of being normal for once as I take in a concert. My body sways from side to side again as the music plays and the balmy breeze tousles my hair. My heartache dulls, going under lockdown deep inside while I let myself have this time to pretend.

      Someone bumps into me, but I reason that they have just had too much to drink.

      No harm, no foul.

      If only that were the case.

      The tasteless sleeping potion melds seamlessly with my drink as the mythos walks away through the sea of humans and I seal my fate with a healthy swig.

      It takes hold fast.

      They used the good stuff.

      I should be flattered, but don’t really have time to think about it much.

      I grow dizzy, my mind barely registering that I’m no longer swaying, but stumbling. Panic tries to edge in through this drug induced fog and grip me, shake me into action as mythos close in on all sides. My saliva is thick, my tongue lolling uselessly in my mouth when I try to summon what power I have.

      I try to fight the overwhelming exhaustion that suddenly grips me. Absently, I wonder what happened to all the humans in the crowd, how the Vromik were able to displace them so quickly. An urge to pull through, to stay conscious, tries and fails to spark my fight or flight as darkness overtakes my vision.

      Huh, I guess I wanted to live after all.

      

      ***

      

      A chill prickles its way into my slumber, the sting bringing my mind snapping back to consciousness.

      Guess I’m not dead.

      Relief washes through me at that realization.

      Slowly, I become aware of my body as my thoughts flicker in and out.

      The cold is what grounds me, ties me down to reality instead of letting me slip back under the sleeping potion’s thrall.

      I don’t know how long I’ve been in this half-state, only that the thing that awakened me is daring me to comprehend what’s happening so it can break me. My body tries to squirm, to get feeling back into my limbs.

      That’s when the pain makes itself known.

      It starts out as a needling numbness, then turns into searing, unforgivable agony.

      My breath halts, held captive in my chest as my body seizes in place against the onslaught of white-hot torment licking up my back and limbs. My eyes flash open, struggling to make sense of my surroundings.

      Unable to process and accept the scene before me.

      Hooded figures dressed in black robes make a ring around the altar I find myself chained to. A thick, forbidding forest full of ancient trees twine together, the magically fortified barricade forming an inescapable ring. I dazedly look at the sky and find the full blood moon peeking over the treetops.

      The whole thing would strike me as cliche and humorous if I wasn’t at the center of it all about to be served up with an apple in my mouth.

      Just kidding, there’s no fruit in sight.

      I’m just fucked.

      I try to sit up and fail, confusion ringing in my ears as I glance at my wrists and find them unbound. That’s when my clothing gives, bringing my attention down to the altar I’m laying on. The cool marble glows and shifts under me, swirling and flashing like a stormy sky. The chill that awakened me was the stone disintegrating my clothing and attaching to my skin.

      This isn’t just a ceremonial shrine, like I had initially thought. The way it groans and shifts under me shows it is very much sentient.

      And very much after my life.

      The marble is enchanted with a tainted soul shard.

      If I can knock the shard off the altar, the connection will be lost and I will be able to free myself.

      Too bad I can’t lift my head to find the cursed little thing.

      Terror strikes me anew as I fully comprehend that the searing and needling pain I feel is my soul being drained away bit by bit. The marble is siphoning my essence to the soul shard, filling it up as the hooded figures mumble their monotone chant.

      I try to free myself despite the futility, concentrating on just lifting my arms. The enchanted stone holds fast, separating skin from muscle as I buck and pull with all my might. I scream against the pain, fighting with everything I have to just get an inch up off this forsaken altar.

      I won’t cry.

      I won’t give those bastards the satisfaction.

      Pain bursts from my bottom lip as I bite down and redouble my fight. The skin of my wrist gives away, but before I can free the rest of my arm, an unseen force pushes it back down. The freezing chill pins me more forcefully to the altar, choking the air from my lungs as I scream and try to push my power outward. The suction at my back intensifies, my skin fusing with the stone under its polished surface.

      The pain keeps me from taking a full breath and casts black dots across my vision.

      “Stay conscious, don’t give in,” I whimper to myself.

      But I can feel it.

      This is it.

      I feel a flicker from deep within spark to life as it is hoisted up, tearing fiber by fiber from my soul.

      They are taking my power..

      Taking what’s…

      “Mine!” I scream.

      I grit my teeth and use the pain to center myself.

      These monsters are trying to strip me of everything that makes me who I am.

      My magic, my soul.

      I believe I’m going to die tonight.

      But I will go into the afterlife with both intact.

      The altar pulls deeply of me, feasting on my flesh and breaking my weakened body beyond repair.

      This is really it.

      I gather my last breath, knowing I have to make it count. I take all my pain, all the fury and self-hatred, then throw it into a gut-wrenching scream as my wild gaze holds the moon in one last plea.

      The blood moon fades to black as my energy erupts into the night.

      The weight of my magic cracks the altar, the marble instantly giving up my body as the shard clangs off a tree in the distance. The fractured pieces of my soul blast into me, tearing another scream from my mutilated body as it knits itself back together. I roll to my side; the movement threatening to make me faint.

      I look up just as the ring of panicked witches reforms, this time chanting for blood. I’m able to push myself up, then get my feet under me. It’s amazing what the body is capable of when it knows the end is at hand.

      The victory of standing unsteadily on my feet is short-lived as I quickly fall prey to the Vromik’s spell.

      A pop in my ears gives way to blood trickling down my neck and out of my nose. The metallic scent and taste overwhelm me as it fills my mouth. I spit the blood bubbling out over my lips.

      A hazy light gathers in my palms. I look down, not quite registering, unable to really feel beyond the numbness of blood loss.

      The light in my palms reaches its peak, snapping me back from death long enough to exact my revenge. I may be dead, but they will wish for it long before it’s given.

      A smile twists my crimson-stained lips as my blood seals the curse and secures my future.

      I will rise.

      They will suffer.

      With that promise, I give in to the welcoming darkness and let myself fall back into the night, the sound of my victims terrorized cries the sweetest melody to die to.
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      William

      I have had tunnel vision for so long that being pulled from it is disorienting and, quite frankly, unwelcome.

      I came here to get information about my brother.

      Not take in the fucking scenery.

      But here I am, walking the streets of downtown Savannah, Georgia at a leisurely pace, admiring the interlocking pavers of the walkways and the rows of massive willow trees standing like sentinels on either side of me. Something about this place has me wanting to take my time and appreciate the history and hard work it’s taken to preserve such a beautiful place.

      The scent of sunscreen and various fried foods waft in from all directions as human tourists go about their day in blissful ignorance of the monster walking around in broad daylight.

      My gaze follows the sun’s rays as they highlight hundreds of unique shades of green through the treetops. I would be more than ok taking a seat on one of the benches edging the walkway and forgetting everything for awhile.

      Just take in the view, maybe grab a slice of pizza from the Mellow Mushroom Pizzeria, then a brew at one of the several pubs around him.

      Yeah, I’d like that.

      But that’s not why I’m here.

      I make my way to the outskirts of the timeless buildings, adjusting my sunglasses to sit higher on my nose so as not to scare away the humans. Normally I can control myself, but ever since I got into town, I’ve been craving the change. Even now, just walking down the street is triggering the urge to shift. I know without looking that my eyes are flickering from gray to a glowing ice blue. The change would be unnerving for other mythos, but humans would shit themselves if they saw.

      Even with my sunglasses on, the busy crowds part effortlessly for me, almost as if their subconscious recognizes the danger getting closer with my every step. It also helps that I’m a good two heads taller than most of them and have what my Alpha’s little sister calls ‘resting bitch face’.

      The scent of fear and arousal grows thick in the air as I pass a group of chattering young women, and I can’t help the lopsided smirk that comes. It’s been awhile, and though they’re considered taboo, I have taken my fair share of human women. If I could control myself, I would be tempted to entertain those women, as it is, I would risk exposing myself.

      And not in the way I’d like to.

      Mythos, though made up of many species and factions, have but one uniting law; be a part of the human world, but never reveal our own.

      To do so resulted in a death sentence.

      If I didn’t love my pack so much I just might risk it.

      The Gheara pack is small but strong, living in Minnesota on acre after acre of lush forest. My kind needs space to roam and the northern states more than provide that, hence the dense lycan population from Iowa on in to Canada.

      I’m ready to be home.

      But not until I’m able to bring my brother with me.

      The wind shifts and the sea air is brought in from the ocean miles away. The scent is foreign to me, peaking that deep-rooted lyca curiosity, but I stay the course.

      My destination is close.

      I reach the alleyway and my senses pick up the portal’s location. To a human, this would just be a typical alley with overflowing dumpsters and a big blinking metaphorical sign saying ‘only enter if you have a death wish’ but for me, it’s the entrance to an elserealm.

      Elserealms are pocket worlds, cloaked from humans. Their entrances are scattered from one side of the world to the other, giving mythos the opportunity to realm jump with ease.

      This particular elserealm houses The Shrunken Head, a bar that holds no end of surprises and is guarded by a being that gives the most bloodthirsty beings pause. Celeste, High Priestess of Savannah, ancient being of indeterminate species.

      I reach the middle of the alleyway and turn, reaching a hand out against the brick wall as I trade cobblestone streets for mystical swampland. I take a minute to adjust, the abrupt shift in realities further grating on my nerves. My claws flex into the handrails of the bridge I stand on, the wood groaning as I curse at the state of this fucking thing that’s supposed to hold my weight long enough to get me across the swamp. I take a cautious step, then another. I’m not afraid of the water. It’s how fucking far I’d have to fall to get there.

      This is bullshit.

      I take a deep breath as I traverse this rickety deathtrap of a bridge and scent another danger below. The musk of crocodile shifters is enough to distract me from falling. I still, trying to count the number of jowls snapping as they echo off the water and up to me. Screams erupt and the snapping gets louder, faster. Someone has either been captured unawares or lured into the water by the shifter’s humanoid form.

      I take another breath, clench my jaw, and keep walking.

      There’s nothing I can do.

      The rolling fog of the swamp finally clears as I step onto land again, revealing the entrance to The Shrunken Head.

      The relief of being off that gods-forsaken bridge is short-lived because standing watch at the front door is one of the mythos’ most brutal mercenaries. And all around dickhead.

      Vincere is dressed in all black with a braided gold chain around his neck like some kind of cliche immortal bouncer. The fire demon stands tall and brooding, eyes narrowing as I approach. My fangs lengthen and crest over my bottom lip. I’m tall, but this fucker is one of the few beings that I have to crane my head up to make eye contact with.

      The fire demon doesn’t bother glamouring his red skin or the labyrinth of tattoos that weave down his arms. When angered, those tattoos radiate with a fiery glow and his body grows and widens, muscles swelling, teeth lengthening to fangs.

      Vincere’s eyes will shine with the brightness of molten lava as he calls fire to his palms. Once he gets that far gone, you’ve gotta dodge fireballs and either snap the fucker’s neck or cut off his hands. Yes, cut them off, not break them. I made that mistake once, and the bastard started windmilling straight fire at me while his snapped wrists flailed about.

      It would have been funny if my ass hadn’t been charred.

      Elemental demons like Vincere are rare in the mythos world.

      Not exactly known for their friendliness, either.

      So Vincere would have probably had his jaw clenched with his eyes going from red to their customary steel-blue even if we hadn’t bumped heads a time or two.

      I stop when there’s about five feet between us, taking in the meticulous way he has his long black hair pulled back in a tight queue. I know without looking that the cuffs at his wrists are lined up exactly the same, the clasp of his chain aligned perfectly at his spine.

      Control.

      That’s what dominates Vincere’s life. Everything has to be in perfect synchronicity. I have seen this demon take on six vampires without so much as blinking, but he will literally break out into a sweat if someone puts their drink down without a coaster.

      Which makes him being here make even less sense.

      This tavern is a shitshow.

      A combination of spontaneity and complete disarray.

      Why is one of the mythos’ most feared, control-freak assassins guarding a backwoods tavern?

      Tension is rolling off of him as we assess each other. His eyes flare red as mine blaze back through the sunglasses. I came here for answers, but a distraction like mussing up Vincere’s hair by throwing his ass off the bridge is more than welcome. My claws lengthen and everything slows down as tension threatens to spill over into chaos. Then, just as quickly as it appeared, the tension disappears. Vincere’s eyes go back to their normal hue and his face goes blank.

      “Prick your finger, put your blood on the line. Enter, knowing that if you disrespect the neutrality agreement in any way, you will be cast out of Celeste’s establishment forever.”

      Vincere leans forward, eyes flashing scarlet again.

      “And I will be the one casting your wolf ass out,” he threatens.

      His eyes flash scarlet, then back to blue once again. The demon slowly leans back and away from the blood accord nailed to the entrance of the tavern.

      I bristle at the unveiled aggression and flash my fangs, my eyes changing to the eerie light blue that only happens when shits about to go down.

      Vincere smiles in response.

      Testing me?

      If this was for anything other than my brother, I would give the demon the fight he wants. But today I have bigger concerns than a fire demon needing to bleed out some insecurities.

      I retract all but one claw, then draw blood with it from my middle finger. Smiling, I flip Vincere off as I place my crimson mark on the mystical contract. The door immediately swings open and the bawdy music being slurred by mythos patrons lifts out into the night as I grudgingly go in without a fight.

      The boards beneath my feet creak as I wind my way through mythos of varying intoxicated states. Some eye me suspiciously while others, namely a buxom demoness with ruby red lips and breasts pushed up to her neck, locks eyes with me and suggestively licks her top lip. A raised eyebrow is my only reply.

      She pouts a moment, then swings her gaze to her next interest.

      Seems I won’t be missed.

      Tonight I am supposed to meet a witch and barter for information on my missing brother. For the past several months, members of the Gheara Pack have been disappearing. My brother, Callum, had been tasked with following up on a lead to the latest missing wolf. He had driven down the gravel road of the pack compound, promising to return within a day or two.

      That had been three months ago.

      I scent the room for magic, immediately biting back a growl at both my stupidity and the way the bar wreaks of it from corner to corner. Of course it would. Between the infamous owner and varying degree of clientele, I’d expect nothing less.

      Even so, I spot her.

      It isn’t difficult. In a room full of merriment and camaraderie, she stands out easily enough.

      A female with midnight hair sits at a table alone.

      Her deep brown eyes are almost black as they stare into mine. She beckons me over with a crook of her finger.

      “William Flynn, I presume?”

      “That’s right, and you must be the witch who is about to tell me how to find my brother.”

      I sit across the table from her, uneasy with our proximity. Though the werewolves aren’t at war with the covens at this very minute, our species history together is… complicated at best.

      “All in good time. My name is Vivienne. I do have information on your brother, but first I require your help.”

      “As expected. Let me guess. You need some heavy lifting done? An old boyfriend needs to be scared away?”

      Vivienne laughs, but it is without humor. “You really think I would call on a dog’s help unless it was my only option?”

      I lean in and give my best shit-eater grin. As I do, the witch’s scent seems to change.

      Death.

      Rotting flesh melds with her lavender scent for only a moment, then vanishes.

      What is this witch playing at?

      I lean back and scent the surrounding air again.

      Lavender.

      Vivienne slowly blinks at me.

      “Should we get to the point, Mr. Flynn?”

      I nod. I have always been weary of the covens, but this female sitting across from me seems wrong. The brief flicker of death unnerves me, makes my beast pace back and forth inside, readying to fight.

      “I require a relic. It was lost to my coven some time ago, and we need it back. The relic is encased in a magic that makes scrying for it impossible, so I have been unsuccessful in locating it thus far.”

      She gives me a stiff smile and leans forward. “But I am willing to bet that you will find it. You will accompany me to a forest just on the outskirts of Savannah. Using your heightened sense of smell, you will track it, then recover the relic for me. Once I possess the item, I shall give you the location of your brother.”

      I go still.

      I had thought this witch would tell me who took my brother or point me in the direction of further information. But to have my brother’s actual location?

      I could see my brother tonight.

      “We have a deal, witch.”

      “Lovely. Shall we?”

      I rise from my seat and follow her through the door, pausing only to give Vincere a sarcastic salute, which the demon returns with the middle finger.

      Vivienne pauses at the portal back to the human world. She turns to me.

      “Why drive when you can portal?”

      She turns and raises her hands in front of the mystical gateway. The air seems to thicken around us as the portal glimmers and darkens, swirling as if in turmoil with changing its location.

      “It is done, wolf. You first.”

      The display of magic gives me goosebumps. I hate trusting this witch, but for my brother’s sake, I’m going to. With my shoulders shoved back and senses on high alert, I go through and am greeted by the calming wild of the trees.

      The witch is beside me at once. Again, I catch the tang of putrid flesh laced with lavender. The beast within me growls, ready to tear her apart.

      Something isn’t right.

      I flex my claws, pressing them into my palms to steady myself.

      Just get through this for Callum.

      “The relic I seek is within these woods. It is surrounded by magic born of a Hunter’s Blood Moon. Follow the scent of blood magic melded with the moon’s call.”

      “And once I get your trinket for you, you will tell me where to find my brother?”

      “All will be revealed once I get my… trinket,” the witch says with a thin smile.

      Sore at the wording, huh?

      I step into the tree line. The scents of the forest assail me as I close my eyes. I smell cedar and old soil. With the undertones of the salty sea air Georgia can never quite escape.

      I can hear a deer in the distance, rooting up leaves to get to the fallen berries beneath. I hear the witch behind me, absently brushing her hands down the black satin of her miniskirt to smooth it. Inhaling again, I tune everything out except the surrounding air. Under the earthy smell of leaves and land, I grasp the faint aroma of blood and lunar magic.

      Without a word to the witch, I’m off. I begin at a light jog, but then quickly find myself bounding through the trees as the scent grows stronger. The foliage becomes more congested, almost coiled together. With a flex of my arms, I take out tree after tree until I break through and find myself in a clearing.

      Trees grow thick all around me, leaving bare just a small area of grass. I look up and see the sliver of a crescent moon shining down on me. My beast snarls, nearly bringing me to my knees.

      Wrong! Wrong!

      “Good doggy,” the witch intones from behind me as the air leaves his lungs and everything goes black.
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      William

      The smell of burning flesh assaults my senses as I slowly come to.

      I blink once, twice, absently rubbing my cheek against the torn grass and loamy soil. My eyes snap open and the situation quickly becomes clear.

      I’m fucked.

      My wrists are in chains, silver chains, and when I try to get to my feet and fail, the witch smiles as she leans over my crumpled form.

      “Don’t bother, dog. My magic is far too powerful for one such as you. I have bound you to the ground that you kneel on. There is no escape.”

      “What the fuck are you doing, witch? We had a deal!”

      “Oh, of course! And I plan on keeping my word. Unfortunately, I will have to whisper your brother’s location to your lifeless corpse.”

      “You fucking bitch! Why are you doing this?”

      Vivienne traipses over to me and gives a condescending laugh when I thrash to get to her.

      “Poor William. Don’t you understand? You’ve led us to your doom.”

      The witch circles me, her image changing. The rotting flesh smell overrides everything else as her visage turns scarred and frail.

      Midnight hair that had shone in the low lighting of the tavern becomes dull and gray in sections. She smiles, revealing rotten teeth where there were once white ones.

      She stops in front of me.

      “I hope you don’t mind my true form, Mr. Flynn. I keep a glamour in place most of the time, else I am confronted with the wincing grimace on your face right now.”

      “Gee, Viv, I believe my grimace has less to do with you being hideous, and more to do with the fact that you are the bitch that has me TIED UP READY TO BE FUCKING SACRIFICED!”

      She cackles, and the pressure holding me to the ground grows stronger.

      “Yes, it is regrettable for you. But I’m afraid this is necessary. I have questions for you. Questions that you will not want to answer. Since we don’t have a lot of time, I am going to have you partly shift into your wolf form and use the moon’s influence to get inside your head. Then I’ll be able to sift through that beautiful mind of yours. That way, I don’t have to wonder if you’re telling me the truth, and you won’t have to go through the pain of being tortured. Though I will kill you when we are finished.”

      The witch spins around in the clearing, making the trees form a prison around us.

      “You are the key to my redemption, Mr. Flynn. Years ago, my coven and I attempted to extinguish a very powerful being. We bound an exceptionally dangerous witch in this very clearing, intending to harness her power and gift it to my master. We were just about to cast her soul into the Ether and take her magic when her power surged forth, saving her soul, and rebounding the death curse on us.”

      Vivienne spreads her arms wide and smiles.

      “But with your help, I will get the invaluable information my master craves. I shall have her favor once more, and all will be put right. She has promised me that once I do, the death curse will be lifted.”

      Magic envelopes me more tightly, entrapping me to be no more than a living statue. Vivienne walks behind me. Grasping my rigid biceps, she rests her chin on my shoulder and whispers.

      “You should feel honored, wolf. Thanks to you, my master will further her plan to sow destruction on this miserable earth. She might even leave your species alone for awhile.”

      Vivienne rises and comes to stand before me.

      “Now, to get you to unleash your beast. This will be much less complicated for both of us if your more primal side is distracting you from shutting me out.”

      The witch produces a blade from the inside of her boot, her gaze flickering over the shining metal.

      “Did I mention I need your blood as well? Lots of it, actually. It will help me have complete control over which memories I see. That way we won’t have to have a dominance play over who is in control here.”

      I clench my jaw and throw a wall up in my mind as quickly as I can. I don’t know what she’s looking for, but I’d rather die than give it to her. She looks up at the moon, then tilts her cracked lips into a vicious smirk.

      “The moon’s sway is peaking now, so we really must get started. There will not be an ounce of soul stealing, cross my heart, hope to wither. Just a lot of blood and death. Quick. Easy. But not painless.”

      I try to move, to lash out. But my body won’t budge, held prisoner by the magic surrounding us. As Vivienne begins to chant, I try to force my arms to move.

      Nothing.

      She sways and speaks the foreign words of her spell in a trancelike state. This is my chance, the only one I’ll get. I just need to move and break free of these magical binds.

      Yeah. Right.

      My beast is fighting me for control, to rise up from the fore and embody. I fight to calm myself while commanding my arms to break free from the cursed shackles. My wrists strain against the silver cuffs. Blood wells, then spills to the ground.

      Vivienne stops changing and drops her hands.

      “The spell is ready. The moon calls for your truth, wolf! Let us see what it finds.”

      Her voice rings in the wind as the moon shines down on her decrepit face.

      “Curse you and your damned master!”

      I strain against the bonds as much as the magic that binds me allows. More blood flows, but I remain kneeling.

      Vivienne displays her rotten teeth in a smile.

      “Been there, done that. Now don’t be cross. This will all be over soon. Before we get started, why don’t I tell you where your brother is?”

      Her bright demeanor goes icy as she locks eyes with me.

      “The master peeled his skin from his body and ate his little wolf heart. Badb does not tolerate nosy dogs.”

      Heartbeat.

      Heartbeat.

      Rage.

      My beast overcomes me. My sorrow and anguish tunnel into solid red fury. I can’t think, can only roar in pain and fight to move as my beast rises to protect and shield me from the overwhelming agony. Blood runs freely against my bonds as my body grows and changes form.

      “Ah, ah, ah! Can’t let you complete the wolf change, sweetie. I just need him in the foreground. Thank you for that.”

      Vivienne resumes her chant, dropping her head and raising her hands to the moon.

      I am frozen mid-change.

      My body has grown, but my wolf form can’t completely take over.

      Vivienne’s magic over me wavers.

      Hope flickers through the panic.

      She can’t fully control me and direct the spell at the same time.

      With that revelation, I roar and will all of my strength into snapping the cuffs. My wrists bleed in earnest now, the blood pooling around me. I feel a shift in the ground. Vivienne startles at the quake, then hits me with enough power to flatten me to the earth.

      “You’ll not stop me!”

      The frenzied hag stoops over me, a crazed look in her yellowed eyes. She rests a silver blade over my jugular. My beast snarls and bucks, but I rein it in and go deathly still.

      Excruciating pain slides with the blade across my neck, puncturing my jugular and slicing into my trachea. Fire ignites but slowly cools as I feel myself bleed out and struggle for air. I try to curse the witch, but can only manage a wet gurgle as blood fills my lungs.

      This won’t kill me, I know that. But it will give the witch easier access to take my head and be done with it.

      I have to stay awake.

      Have to keep fighting.

      But I remain bound to the earth, laying in the growing pool of my blood. The witch makes the rounds on my body, slicing my wrists and inner thighs almost to the bone.

      “Ah yes, this should do nicely.”

      The witch stands and tilts her head, admiring her handiwork. She turns and resumes her spell, screaming to the sky and thrashing in the wind. The earth continues to quake beneath me. I shudder as I watch my blood absorb into the ground.

      My eyelids close of their own accord. A cackling reverberates through my thoughts as an image of the grotesque Vivienne appears in my mind.

      “Let’s see if you have what my master wants, shall we?”

      My eyes shoot open.

      I hear the witch curse, then continue her chanting while I fight with everything I have to stay conscious. Despite my best efforts, the witch’s spell drains me further. My vision wavers, then darkens just as a hand bursts from the earth beside me.
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      Adeline

      I am spinning.

      I have been coming to this field with my grandpa since I could toddle through the tall wheat.

      The sun beats down on my cheeks as I look at the sky with my arms out to my sides.

      My grandpa is at his farm truck, pulling hay bales out for the cattle.

      Spinning round and round, I take in the smell of fresh hay and honeysuckle from the bushes growing around the pond. This is the best place on earth.

      My happy place.

      I finally give in to dizziness and let myself fall into the grass. I begin putting together images in the clouds. There is a dragon blowing fire, an angel, a wolf… grandpa’s head jerks up from his work.

      “Little bit!”

      I lazily sit up and wave at him, but quickly drop my hand.

      Grandpa looks panicked as he looks to the sky, then back at me.

      “You need to wake up, sweetheart. It’s time.”

      I get to my feet and start towards him, only stopping when he raises his hands and begins backing away.

      “Grandpa…”

      “No, Adeline! You need to wake up! Fight! Fight it, little bit!”

      I can’t breathe.

      I stop walking and double over, retching dirt onto the grass. Grandpa fades before me as I struggle for air.

      “I love you, Addie. You will rise. YOU WILL RISE!”
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      Adeline

      My lungs scream in protest. Dirt stings my eyes and chokes my lungs.

      Can’t breathe!

      I claw my way upward, fighting the urge to let unconsciousness reclaim me.

      RISE.

      One hand breaks free of my prison, then the other. The earth seems to churn, releasing its burden as I do my best to climb up and out. I cough dirt and gulp air as I fight to finish pulling myself free.

      Orbs dot my vision, threatening to blind me and make me fall back down into the depths. In a frenzy I climb out of my grave, and into the horror I’ve been reborn into. The dots in my vision draw back, revealing a scene that locks me in place.

      A male lies beside me clawing the ground but unable to get up. His ice-blue eyes cut through the darkness and dart between me and something over my shoulder. I stare at him, my surroundings momentarily forgotten. The pull to him is so strong that I almost don’t notice the shift in temperature. A chill creeps down my spine as I feel dark magic caress my spine.

      I hear the chanting, feel it tug on my consciousness, and threaten to pull me under.

      I’m not afraid.

      Not anymore.

      I look down as my fingertips dip into the blood-soaked earth beneath me. I feel my power building as I let out a shaky sigh. Wisps of light swirl around, dancing down my arms to pool around my blood-soaked fingertips. The wolf beside me stops his fighting and stares.

      “What are you?” He asks.

      It is barely a whisper, yet I can hear it as if his lips are at my ear. Slowly, I raise my eyes to meet his. The spell around us is building. I can tell it won’t be long before it incapacitates us both.

      But I still take my time reaching out my hand to him, palm up. He flicks his gaze from my face to my hand and back again. His mind seems at war with itself as he reaches up and our skin finally touches. A livewire of energy flows from him to me, quickening my pulse and bringing my focus front and center. Still gripping his hand, I let the magic take me.

      “I am death.”

      I remain kneeling, but turn to see a cursed witch with a raven pendant hanging from her neck. The witch sees my face and her dull eyes widen in shock. She stops her chant, considering me for a moment. A slow, malevolent smile cracks her dry lips as she snarls at me.

      “Welcome back, would-be Queen of the Dead. My master has been waiting for you.”

      I don’t respond. Instead, I stand and begin building light in my palms. The soft, kissing touch of magic whispers over me, renewing my senses.

      I’m back.

      The hag warily assesses me as my power builds, then excitement glints in her haggard eyes.

      “Look at you, even more powerful than before! My master will be pleased. She’s been practically salving at the mouth to get her claws on you. The reward I’ll reap for bringing you to her…”

      The witch absently touches her face as she continues to stare at me in wonder and pure greed.

      “Yes, it will more than make up for my failure with the wolf.”

      “Didn’t you learn your lesson the first time? You know, when you got zapped and went from twenty-five to a solid one hundred and twenty-five? I think you need a wheelchair and a place at the nearest bingo game, not front row seats to an agonizing death.”

      The witch’s lips turn down in a furious scowl. She gathers magic in her hands and smooths it into a shimmering spire, quickly whispering to it and throwing it straight up into the sky. It flares as it floats for a moment, then explodes, smaller orbs dispersing in all directions.

      “Just sending the marvelous news of your resurrection to every member of my coven. I’m sure they will all want to give their congratulations in person.”

      She steps towards me, more power growing in her hands.

      As disorienting as this whole resurrection thing is, I barely dodge a spell as the witch hurtles it at me. I gasp then right myself, building my spell as I force my trembling legs to stand strong. I throw my spell and it collides midair with hers, shaking the earth beneath us. Both of us fall to the ground, then scramble back to our feet as sparks fly from our respective hexes.

      Another volley of spells blurs past each other. I dodge and duck through them, trying to aim my defensive magic without killing her.

      I need information.

      I need the names of those after me, and what, short of my death, would stop them.

      The casting abruptly stops as we face off. We stalk each other in a circle, each testing the other for weaknesses. I build up a defensive block and throw it to intercept the witch’s incoming spell.

      I don’t see her building a second spell behind her back. I had been feeling pretty good about this whole thing until I see it whizzing past the two colliding coils of magic, then hitting me square in the chest.

      I fall to my back and writhe in pain, trying to resist the urge to pass out. Daggers slash down my sides from the inside as I cry out again and again. I fight to hold on, but the haze in my mind numbs me.

      I give up the struggle, my cheek resting on the ground. I take in the sight of the wolf getting to his feet as darkness overcomes me.
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      William

      As soon as the witch grasps my hand in hers, I feel my beast mingle with her magic like they are old friends. An alluring darkness radiates from her. One that both beckons me closer and warns me to stay put. I know she will be the death of me. But, there is no hint of the suspicion and aggression that I always carry with me, only full acceptance.

      Eagerness even.

      She drops my hand and turns to Vivian, but it doesn’t sever our connection. I still feel the undeniable pull of energy between us.

      I shake myself.

      It must be the spell. That’s the only way I would be drawn to one of her kind.

      As the witches hone in on each other and begin casting, I feel my bonds lessen.

      Vivienne can’t duel with this new witch and keep me bound. I get to one knee, and then the other.

      Dizziness washes over me, but I still manage to put a hand on the ground and steady myself. I listen to the witches insult each other back and forth while I wait for the ground to stop tipping.

      Vivienne builds one spell in front of her while concealing a second behind her back.

      I shoot to my feet and start for her, stunning myself when my first instinct is to protect the little beauty that came from up her grave just minutes ago.

      The hidden spell knocks the witch to her back, and I can’t help the roar of fury it elicits. I charge towards Vivienne, and before she can build another spell, I have her throat in my hands.

      “Give me one good reason not to gut you here and now.”

      She turns blue while struggling to form words, so I relax my hold enough for her to answer.

      “Because you need me! You need someone who knows what it will take to appease my master and get your species back in her good graces. You need someone to deliver the witch to my order, so you won’t be hunted down again. If you don’t, my brethren will keep coming. They will kill more and more of your pack until they are all but a memory.”

      I tighten my hold on her throat at the threat and the blood vessels in her eyes burst.

      “Do not threaten me, witch. The Gheara Pack bows down to no one and nothing. As for the girl, it seems all I have to do is hide her away, so your master won’t be able to get the power she needs.”

      I stroke a claw down her withered cheek.

      “Without information on the wolves or the witch to turn over to your leader, you and your fuckwit coven won’t be able to go on. You’ll succumb to the death curse and turn to dust.”

      Vivienne tries to laugh but chokes under my hold. I ease it so she can say her last words.

      “You think we are the only ones coming for her? She will be hunted to the ends of the earth, and so will you. You’re no more than a beast, nothing more than blood supply to help with our spells. Just ask your brother.”

      My beast rushes up and takes over.

      My eyes glow as I tear the witch’s throat out, then rend her body in two. I ignore the corpse at my feet as I scent the wind and turn. My gaze goes to the mysterious female like a moth to the flame.

      The witch’s hair shines a silvery blond in the moonlight. If I hadn’t just witnessed the fight she’d been through, I would have sworn she had peacefully fallen asleep under the stars. I kneel beside her, taking her in. She is covered in dirt and blood, her clothing ripped in places but almost threadbare in others, like she’d been buried for some time.

      Buried.

      She had come up from the ground, through the blood and mud I had created.

      Who is she? What is she? Why was she buried in an unmarked grave in the woods, and how did she rise? Why does Vivienne’s master want her so badly?

      One thing is for certain: this is no mere witch.

      And I’m not leaving her.

      There are too many questions that need to be answered.

      My alpha will want answers as well.

      I’ll take her back to the compound. She will be a useful tool to avenge my brother and get more information on this group of fanatics.

      Yeah, that’s why, William.

      Not because you can’t seem to stop staring at her like a pup seeing his first tit.

      I gently brush the hair from her face. Her skin is pale as the moon, making her long dark lashes stand out starkly above her high cheekbones. Her eyes are closed, but I saw how their blue-green hazel depths had shimmered as they’d looked at me. My eyes trail down her slim, pert nose, then settle on her lips. They are lush, the bottom slightly plumper than the top. I wet my own for them.

      No.

      I force myself to tear my eyes away, then continue my perusal. Her chin is dainty and slightly stubborn, her silky hair lays in loose curls below her shoulders. Though she is petite, she is stacked like a seductress out of my darkest fantasies.

      Yes. She will come with me.

      She needs protection, and I need to find out how to stop the attacks on my clan. I lean down and scoop her up into my arms, then start off.

      Now to put a muzzle on these powers of hers.
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      William

      I can tell that Celeste is on edge as soon as I barge into her office in the back of The Shrunken Head. I duck with the unconscious witch in my arms at the last second, avoiding an orb of menacing light as it comes hurdling towards me. When I rise, ready to give the priestess a good cussing, I hear a groan behind me.

      Vincere is laid out on his ass just outside the doorway. Apparently, he had been about to stop me from entering Celeste’s office unannounced, but ended up catching the thrown hex instead.

      “Ah William, I didn’t know it’d be you barging in without knocking. Please come in and close the door.”

      Celeste smiles at Vincere and waves as he struggles to stand before the door is shut in his face.

      “It’s amazing how fast you can go from contemplating unorthodox ways to skewer someone to borderline frolicking across the room.”

      Celeste is one of the most influential voices in the mythos world. She has been a resident in Savannah since the town comprised only a few meager buildings. Though she appears to be a buxom redheaded beauty in her youth, she is beyond ancient. Her eyes alone show the years.

      To look into them is to see all the terror, famine, and war she has experienced in her long existence.

      She tilts her head and takes in our bloodied and torn clothing, then her eyes find the witch. Celeste’s eyes swirl from gold to a milky white. She reaches a soot-tipped hand out, as if feeling the air.

      “So much… power.”

      Her breathing becomes quick and shallow as she slowly advances.

      I take steps back towards the door, never taking my eyes from the entranced priestess.

      Celeste stops and closes her eyes, dropping her hands.

      After a few deep breaths, she opens them again. They are back to their normal bright butterscotch.

      “Oh Wiliam, what kind of trouble are you in now?”

      I lay the witch on Celeste’s marble top desk. The stone is jet black with small flecks of silver, almost like the night sky. I gently brush the hair from her face and can’t help but trace the bow of her lips. My beast stirs and again I get the feeling that this is where I’m meant to be.

      With her.

      “Ahem…”

      I look up and find Celeste staring at me from the other side of the desk. I move my hands to the edge of the marble and scowl.

      “This is the part where you tell me why I’ve got a deliciously powerful witch on my desk.”

      I sift a hand through my hair and pace.

      How much should I tell her?

      I glance at the witch, then back at Celeste.

      It isn’t just my life on the line if I trust the wrong immortal. But Celeste is known for her neutrality. All kinds of immortal species come to her for council and guidance. Sometimes she even gives it. Resigned, I give a sigh.

      “I’ll give you an outline, priestess. I try to bargain with a witch. I obviously get screwed over by said witch. I kill the witch and take the powerful prize she and her order seek as revenge.”

      I gesture to the witch as I finish, stopping my pacing long enough to look down at her once more. The fact that she hasn’t woken up yet is worrying me.

      I need a cloaking spell, and for Celeste to bind her powers. I will protect her, but can’t trust her at my back with magic ready to blast me at any given second.

      What will she do when she realizes her powers are gone though?

      I’ll deal with that later. First, get her to safety.

      I don’t realize I’ve been staring at her face until Celeste clears her throat. I jerk my head up but hold my ground.

      “Let me get this straight. Some random witch double crosses you and it isn’t enough to kill her. You also felt the need to punish her entire group of buddies by taking this super powerful yet unconscious witch hostage?”

      “Buddies?! Try a group of crazy-assed witches hell-bent on doing whatever their master says!”

      “Kinky. So why are you in my office? Does it have anything to do with telling me she’s been naughty and as her master you want me to drain her of magic and keep it for myself?”

      Celeste goes up on her tiptoes with her hands, making a heart under her chin. She bats her eyelashes as I stare daggers at her.

      “I’m not her master.”

      “Whatever you say, daddy.”

      I take a deep breath and blow it out.

      I need her help.

      “There will be no hurting the witch.”

      I clench my fists and struggle not to lose my temper at the thought. My beast snarls and tries to rise.

      Protect.

      I feel my eyes glow as my breath become heavy.

      Celeste eases to the balls of her feet and puts her hands on her hips.

      “Calm yourself, William; this is a shift-free zone.”

      I clench and unclench my fists. Slowly, my eyes dim to their normal stormy gray. I let out a lengthy breath and relax my stance.

      “There, all better! That was a pretty aggressive action for someone that is merely a pawn in your plan for revenge.”

      Celeste taps a finger to her chin and looks up at the ceiling.

      “Look, I brought her here because I need a favor.”

      “And what, pray tell, would that favor be?”

      I hesitate a moment, then go for it.

      “I need you to cloak her so that no one can scry for her, and I also need you to bind her powers.”

      Celeste’s eyebrows threaten to take over her hairline as I go on.

      “And if you could tell me why she hasn’t woken up yet, I would appreciate it.”

      Fascination radiates from Celeste as she looks down at the witch. She puts both hands just above the female’s skin and traces from her toes to her head. She grows heavy lidded and lets out a gasp when she moves over the witch’s heart.

      “There is so much power radiating from her. Who is she?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I had failed to get her name while we were in a death match with a crazed hag. When she seems unconvinced, I can’t help but snap.

      “I didn’t exactly have time to get her life story while I was in the middle of trying to slaughter the bitch who was trying to kill me.”

      Celeste narrows her eyes at me.

      “Kill you? You said screwed over. Don’t you think that is a little more serious than just a deal done awry?”

      She peers down at the witch’s face with renewed curiosity.

      “How does she really fit into all of this? You could have just killed her so the others couldn’t have her. Why keep her alive?”

      She leans over the female’s prone form once more and inhales deeply. Her eyes fall closed. Celeste holds the breath in before shakily letting it out.

      “She smells of death and power; the strongest death magic I’ve ever come across.”

      She opens her eyes and stands, crossing her arms as she stares sternly at me.

      “She is apart of something bigger than you are letting on. Who was the witch you fought, and more importantly, who is her master?”

      “I thought you knew everything that went on in this tavern?”

      The room seems to darken as the air grows heavy and it becomes a struggle to breathe all of a sudden.

      I don’t give in. Instead, I remain silent. My first instinct is to tell her to stop wasting her time and get this show on the road. But her seriousness has me hesitating. Celeste’s normally careless and flippant demeanor has grown stoic the longer she studies the witch and my story.

      I let out a sigh and finally tell her the events leading up to me bringing the witch to her, Vivienne’s commentary, and the bloody fight that had ensued. Celeste listens quietly. I can tell she is turning every word over in her head.

      “Did this Vivienne say anything about who her master was?”

      “No. Just that her master is responsible for my brother’s death and needs information on something that apparently only my pack can give. Also, that she will do anything to get her hands on this one.”

      I gesture towards the witch, then stop as I remember the name Vivienne had used.

      “Wait. Badb. Vivienne called her master Badb.”

      Celeste jerks as if I had slapped her. Her face pales, and her eyes turn back to their eery faded white.

      “It has begun then.”

      She rubs her throat and takes a couple of steps back. She shakes her fiery hair around her and closes her eyes, seeming to gather herself.

      “What’s begun, Celeste? Tell me what’s going on here.”

      She looks up at me and I can’t help the chill that goes down my spine as I see fear seeping into her eyes.

      Celeste is one of the most powerful creatures I know. For her to be wearing her dread so transparently is unsettling, to say the least.

      “It means that the others Vivienne spoke of are members of the Vromik, and that they have finally found a way to release the Morrigan.”

      Vromik.

      That name sounds familiar. Over the years, I have heard of a cult composed of all manner of mythos determined to bring chaos and destruction to the world. They seek different beings who have been imprisoned by the gods. Their mission is to release them onto the earth and reap the benefits that their mayhem causes. Nothing has ever come from them, so I hadn’t taken them too seriously… until now.

      They want to release the Morrigan, Phantom Queen: Goddess of War, Fate, and Death.

      I do my best to sift through all the stories I heard growing up but come up relatively short. She had been imprisoned long before my birth and hadn’t exactly been very active in the world since.

      Or so I had thought.

      Whatever she is, she wants the witch. Which means this goddess is as good as fucking dead. My claws dig into my palms as I jerk my head up towards Celeste.

      “How do we kill the Morrigan, and where does Badb come in?”

      “Badb is one of three goddesses that comes together to form the Morrigan. Centuries ago, when she was captured, the Morrigan could not be destroyed. She was split back into the three goddesses that had made her, and then they were separated and locked away. Badb is the goddess of war. If she is free, then it is only a matter of time before she finds her sisters and wreaks havoc on the world once more.”

      Celeste leans over the witch again, almost nose to nose.

      “What does she want with you, young one?”

      I don’t like her inquisitive stare or her proximity. I know who my target is now. Which means I need to hurry and get back to the compound and prepare.

      “Will you help me or not?”

      “I will. But for a price.”

      Her eyes flare brightly as she reaches out and touches the witch’s forehead.

      I don’t like where this is going.

      On the surface, Celeste has always appeared completely carefree, throwing her sarcasm and jokes at anyone who is in her path, laughing and flirting with the best of them. But there are a select few that know who she really is, what she is capable of. Like two sides of a coin, so there are also two very different sides of Celeste.

      And they war with each other.

      Or maybe they coexist and take turns.

      Countless have died either way.

      She practices light magic occasionally… but her true passion is far darker.

      The thing nightmares are created from.

      The fact that she is so interested in the witch doesn’t bode well. Celeste revels in the most malevolent of magic. Whenever she has the taste for it, she lures immortal beings in with her lighthearted banter and then uses them as subjects for her conjuration.

      Luckily, I have stayed on her good side… mostly.

      Could this witch have the same magic?

      Is that why both Celeste and Badb want her?

      I have to get her away from here.

      Now.

      “What is it you want, Celeste?”

      “A vial of your blood.”

      “Fuck. Off.”

      “Oh come now, don’t be such a baby.”

      Celeste pouts as she circles around the desk towards me.

      “After all our years of friendship, do you really think I would do anything to hurt you?”

      “I’d rather not risk it. Besides, how many beings do you know that require blood payment from friends?”

      “Oh dear, that makes us besties!”

      I just look at her and shake my head.

      Celeste puts her hands on her curving hips and looks at me with an unbending expression.

      “That is my price, William. Take it, or get this witch off my desk before I succumb to temptation and drain her of all her scrumptious dark magic.”

      I still.

      I had been bristling at the threat, but then her words sink in.

      So my worry is warranted.

      “Dark magic?”

      “Oh yes, she is positively full to bursting with it. I smelled it the moment you brought her in.”

      She inhales deeply and closes her eyes.

      “So seductive. Any being drawn to the dark will smell her from a mile away with those powers unbound.”

      She winks, then smiles expectantly as I glower at her. It’s obvious that she gives zero fucks about the fact that a werewolf on the brink of losing it is towering over her. Instead, she looks at me as if I’m a sullen child in need of direction.

      I look down at the witch, my eyebrows drawing together. Dark magic doesn’t always mean evil. It just means it is harder to be good. Regardless, I have to get her to safety. The Vromik are searching. They have to have gotten Vivienne’s message by now.

      I have to get her to the compound before the fanatics find our trail.

      Sure, that’s the only reason.

      I will admit it only to myself.

      I have to know why I’m so drawn to her, have to solve the mystery laid before me in the form of this enchanting beauty.

      “Do it. I’ll pay your price.”

      “Excellent! Let’s begin.”

      Celeste sits down in her soft pink, high-backed office chair. She looks like a character from Wonderland instead of someone who plays with entrails in her spare time. She produces a leather cuff from one of the desk drawers and sits it down. It appears to be just an ordinary strip of black leather, nothing mystical looking about it.

      Before I can register her intentions, she reaches over with a needle and pricks the witch’s finger.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Relax. I need her blood to bind her powers.”

      She uses the blood to draw symbols onto the cuff while chanting in a barely there whisper. The blood symbols flare a bright crimson, then absorb into the cuff. She hands it over to me, then stands.

      “As long as you wear this cuff, her powers will be bound. Take it off and she can immediately fry your wolf ass.”

      “Good to know,” I mutter as I clasp the banded leather around my wrist.

      “Now, what about that cloaking spell?”

      “Spell schmell.”

      Celeste opens a cabinet behind her and pulls out a small wooden box. In it is a pile of titanium steel rings inscribed with more symbols. She giggles as she rummages through them.

      “You would be surprised at how often I get this request.”

      She picks one up, then lets it drop. After a bit more digging, she holds another ring up and smiles, then leans over to slide it onto the witch’s right index finger.

      “Mythos come in all the time for these. Got an ex-lover who won’t leave you alone? Pissed off the wrong being? Just want to get off the grid for a bit so you will stop being incessantly summoned? Just put on one of these rings! But don’t worry, they aren’t silver.”

      She looks up at him and gives a theatrical wink.

      I release a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. The tension leaves my shoulders as I look down at the witch.

      Now I am going to protect you, whether you like it or not.

      “Now her heart could fail any minute now, so we really should get this removal spell going.”

      “What?!”

      Celeste positions her hands on either side of the witch’s head.

      “You were wondering why she hasn’t woken up yet, right? It’s because she was hit with a spell that traps its victim in an unconscious state while slowly draining the life out of them. Quite clever, actually. Subtle but effective. That Vivienne lady must have really had it bad for her because this just screams, ‘if I can’t have her, no one can’. It’s admirable, really.”

      “Well, what are you fucking waiting for? Save her!”

      Celeste doesn’t. Instead, she claps once, then rubs her hands together. Her face loses any hint of the gleeful illusion. Her skin radiates a warm glow, like a paper lantern being lit from within. When she looks up at me, the flirty, lighthearted female is gone. Before me is the hardened, coldhearted being that is always lurking just under the surface. Clouds seem to swirl within her whitened eyes as she stares at me.

      “The payment, wolf.”

      I curse and run over to one of the clay ritual bowls she has lining the bookshelves behind her desk. I grab one and, without hesitation, slash a claw through the thin skin of my wrist. I pump my fist, willing my blood to drip into the bowl faster. After a few seconds, my wound is healed and I look up at Celeste as I put the bowl back where it belongs.

      Tendrils of black smoke branch out from her body as she chants in a language not meant to be heard by earthbound beings. She raises a staff in the air with a human skull attached to the top and feathers billowing on either side. Celeste’s chanting grows louder and louder as she lowers the staff towards the witch’s heart.

      A shiver works its way up my spine when I notice her shadow no longer resembles her. It twitches, moving independently from her, its many arms swaying over and out from its lofty form. The silhouette moves around the room, seeming to grow bigger with every swirl of her staff.

      Suddenly, Celeste jerks forward as if the staff has grabbed hold of something. She pulls and pulls as her words grow shrill and the shadow monster reverses course and goes back to her side. After what seems like hours, she wrenches her staff above her head, taking with it the curse that had tried to stop the witch’s heart forever.

      She steps back into her shadow, her body growing indistinct as the monster superimposes itself over her body. It takes the staff, along with the wriggling curse, and holds it over its head. With a roar, the shadow opens its mouth and drops the curse in, shrinking in on itself with a guttural moan as Celeste takes the staff back and steps away from her shadow.

      The shadow writhes, then stills, going inanimate once more against the wall. Celeste raises her head to me, back to being the jovial female that everyone knows and loves.

      “There! Now that that’s all good and done with, it’s time for my mandatory fifteen minute break!”

      I open my mouth to ask what the hell just happened, but the words die on my tongue as I see the faintest twitch in the witch’s fingers.
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      Adeline

      Cold.

      Awareness slowly comes back to me, the numbness gently fading so reality can ease in. I feel as though I am waking from a deep sleep. My mind is sluggish, wanting to sink back down from where it came. To be peaceful once again.

      Why am I so cold?

      I seize in sheer terror as memories slam into me. A Hunter’s Moon, blood, witches circling me… and an icy stone altar.

      Oh Gods! I’m being sacrificed!

      I come to with a scream only banshees can replicate.

      I pull myself up from the stone beneath me and notice that I am not alone. Two mythos stand to one side. The female smiles brightly and waves while the male starts towards me, concern on his face, only to stop and clench his fists at his sides.

      I shriek and throw my arms to my sides, casting a spell to throw them both back into the walls. I let my body fall behind the altar and hunch down as I get my breath.

      Where am I?

      Visions of my fight with the witch in the forest come to the forefront of my mind. The bleeding wolf trapped to the ground who held my gaze in the chaos. I intercepted a spell with one of my own. But the witch hurdled a second right after.

      That tricky bitch.

      My memory goes blank after that, leaving me with the stinging knowledge that I must have had my ass handed to me.

      “Come on out, sweet. We will not hurt you,” says a deep, gravelly voice.

      I let the pleasing tone roll over me, then blanch.

      Wait.

      He should be sprawled out in pain on the floor.

      I take a breath and rise to my feet, hands raised and ready.

      Both of the beings are standing just as they were when I awoke. I look down at my hands. My brows draw together as I flex my fingers.

      What is happening?

      I jerk my head up and try to throw another spell at the male.

      “Stop trying to bespell me, witch. You can’t, and it only draws my wrath.”

      The wolf’s hands curl back into fists, as if reiterating his words.

      I tilt my head to the side and narrows my eyes. It is the wolf from the forest. His storm gray eyes are piercing even through the dirt smudged across his face. Even in his filthy state, he is still the most handsome male I have ever seen.

      “Why can’t I call my magic?”

      I shake my hands in front of me as if they are asleep and simply need to wake up. Looking down at my upturned palms, I try to center myself. My breaths become more even, my heartbeat slows. I will my hands to produce their glowing light.

      Nothing.

      I slowly look up at the two mythos before me.

      “What did you do?” I growl.

      The two stare at each other, then back at me. The male takes another step towards me but stops when I back away. He puts his hands up as if surrendering, his eyes softening as he looks at me.

      “A lot has happened tonight. I killed the witch that fought us in the woods, then brought you here so Celeste could help you.”

      The redhead beside him gives a cheesy grin, raising an index finger up and down in a wave.

      Oooookay.

      “Help me how?” I ask cautiously.

      I lower my hands as my brow wrinkles.

      “The witch hit you with a curse, a powerful one that knocked you unconscious. She couldn’t keep me bound and fight you at the same time, so I was able to break my bonds and rip her to pieces. You wouldn’t wake, and I knew I had to get you out of there before the rest of her coven showed up. That witch sent out a calling to them, so they know that you’re alive. Celeste is one of the most powerful magic wielders I know, so I brought you to her.”

      I recall being hit with the curse, the pain and darkness that ensued. I remember the calling the witch sent out to the others. If it wasn’t for him, I very well could have woken up on that altar again.

      Or not at all.

      I quickly douse the gratitude that is warming me when I remember the concern at hand.

      “What is your name?” I ask in a measured tone.

      “My name is William. William Flynn.”

      “Well William, my name is Adeline Montgomery. While I am very grateful to you for saving me, it has not answered the question of why my powers are down.”

      He raises an eyebrow and squares his shoulders.

      “Well, that is because…”

      “The spell that the witch hit you with also bound your powers.” Celeste chimes in.
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      William

      I somehow manage to wipe the surprise from my face in time for the witch to address me.

      “Is that true?” she asks in a shocked voice.

      She looks from me to Celeste. The priestess locks eyes with me and raises an eyebrow.

      “Yes, that is what I believe happened. The spell she threw at you was a nasty one. You’re lucky to be alive.”

      Not a total lie.

      I can see the shock slowly give way to anger on her face. Her eyes darken with malice. I know she would be levitating with rage had her powers not been bound. Instead, she paces, her hands behind her back and her hair swinging with each step.

      “I am going to re-assemble her, bring her back to life, and kill her again!” she yells. “Scratch that! I can’t even do anything about it because I don’t have powers.”

      Adeline stops in her tracks. She turns and tilts her head at Celeste.

      “But you do.”

      She slowly moves towards Celeste, almost stalking her.

      “You can unbind my magic; make me whole again.”

      Well, fuck.

      I look at Celeste, waiting to see how she is going to salvage this situation. She could very well throw me under the bus at any moment. I glower at her as she looks up at Adeline with a mask of heartbreaking sorrow.

      “Oh sweetie, I totally would if I could. This curse goes far deeper than an ordinary binding. A spell alone isn’t enough to break it.”

      She approaches Adeline and puts a hand on her shoulder. Celeste gives a sympathy pat and whispers, “There is hope though.”

      And the academy award goes to…

      But Adeline leans forward, waiting for her response.

      “What? What can I do?”

      Celeste studies the floor for a moment, mock concern wrinkling her dainty brow.

      “I don’t know if I should tell you; you could very well die before you were able to regain your powers. It goes against my moral code to put others in danger.”

      The fuck?

      “I will do anything. I’m already dead if I can’t protect myself.”

      “Whatever do you mean, child? What do you need protecting from?”

      Celeste places her other hand on Adeline’s shoulder, almost pleading with her to confess so she can help in any way possible.

      I can barely hide the disgust on my face. Celeste is playing this witch like a fiddle. But after she asks her questions, I lean forward in curiosity.

      Will she trust us with that information?

      She stares at Celeste in silence for a moment, then her eyes find mine. We look at each other, electricity seeming to flow between our gazes. She shakes her head as if to break the charged connection, then refocuses on Celeste.

      “First, tell me how I can get my powers back. Then I’ll tell you why I need protection.”

      “Of course,” Celeste breathes.

      She winds her arm around Adeline and gently ushers her into one of the chairs in front of her desk. She sits but is on the edge of the seat, her back ramrod straight.

      Celeste looks at me and jerks her chin towards the other chair. I ease down and project a relaxed mien, mostly pulling it off. Once Celeste is seated, she gives a weak smile to the witch, then turns to me.

      “William, would you like to tell Miss Montgomery the path that lies before her? Or should I?”

      I flush and barely keep in a shaky gulp. Adeline looks expectantly at me while Celeste gracefully hides a smile and winks behind her back.

      That bitch is enjoying this.

      Before I can say anything, Celeste reclaims the spotlight.

      “No, no, I will do it. While William here knows only the outline, I know the specifics.”

      I want to reach across the desk and strangle her for playing with me, but I give the best noncommittal nod I can under the circumstances.

      “With this type of curse, usually only the one who cast it can undo it. But since lunar magic was used, there are exceptions.”

      Adeline nods in understanding.

      “I can give sacrifice to the moon in order to release the bind on me.”

      Celeste gives her a surprised smile.

      “That is right. How did you know?”

      “I’ll tell you after you tell me what sacrifice would make me a true witch again.”

      Celeste gives a respectful nod.

      “A moonstone, the illumination of the moon itself, and the blood of an anointed immortal Raedan should do the trick.”

      She deflates beside me, her body sinking down into the chair.

      “Great. So not only do I need to find a true moonstone, which is rare enough on its own. I also need to find a Raedan, whose very breath depends on them maintaining balance and neutrality, that will give blood up to a witch.”

      I study Celeste. She has set the stage for me beautifully, but I don’t trust it. There is something she sees herself gaining from this.

      Does she want something from the witch or from me?

      Celeste puts both elbows on the table and rests her chin on her hands.

      “Well, luckily for you, sweetie, we have a Raedan wolf with all the connections right here!”

      Celeste gestures to me as if she was revealing a prize. Adeline looks at me with shock etched on her face.

      “Why did you save me?”

      “You helped me. I don’t like feeling indebted to anyone, so I saved you.”

      I can tell that she is processing what I said. Her brows wrinkle and she begins subtly biting the inside of her lower lip.

      “So that makes us even?”

      Guilt threatens to pull me under for what I’m about to do.

      For the pack.

      I gather myself, then hook her in.

      “Yep. You save me, I save you. I would say that makes us square.”

      She lowers her eyes and then raises them to meet mine. That electrifying connection immediately starts up again. I can tell that she feels it too. Her breaths are shallow and her pupils dilate. It is like we are both feeling lightning build into a storm.

      She breaks the connection first. I hesitantly look away from her.

      What is happening to me?

      She’s a witch; I should be thinking of how to use her as bait, not all the things I’d like to do to her.

      Adeline looks towards me again, her eyes locked on my shoulder as if she can’t bear the eye contact anymore than I can.

      “William, what do I have to do in order for you to help me?”

      Gods.

      Do not say what you are thinking!

      I chant this over and over in my head while doing my best to get it to together. I can think of a million different things she can do. Hell, I’d already envisioned most of them and we have only been around each other for a few hours. All of them would bring me to heel, but I can never let her know the truth.

      That if she would so much as smile at me, I would give her the world.

      Whoa, where the hell did that come from?

      I am not a poetic person, never have been. But this witch is suddenly bringing out the kind of thoughts that used to make me cringe.

      The worst part is, I mean every word.

      I would do anything for her.

      I am rummaging through my head for ideas that don’t include sexual favors or the truth of getting her back to my pack when Celeste suddenly clears her throat.

      I jerk my head up to her.

      “My dear, I don’t want to be too forward, but is it safe to say that you were murdered because of your powers?”

      Adeline is silent for a moment before giving a hesitant nod.

      “I see. I have a feeling that you don’t specialize in the warm and good feelies kind of stuff, do you?”

      Celeste rotates her right wrist in an almost queenly wave, as if she is really searching for an appropriate word.

      “Might yours be a tad gray area or even… just plain dark?”

      Adeline narrows her eyes, as if catching on to Celeste’s little game. She studies her for a moment, then exhales and runs her fingers through her hair.

      “Yes. My strengths lean more towards the dark side of magic.”

      Celeste relaxes her shoulders and gives her a bright smile.

      “Good for you, sweetheart. I’m right there with you, maybe even a tad further down the road and up the hill. I have a couple, few thousand years or so on you though. As well as random boughts of rage where I black out, then wake up in random alleys surrounded by Twinkie wrappers, and covered in blood and creatures innards.”

      Celeste catches a giggle fit after that and has to wipe the tears from her eyes while trying to calm down. Adeline gives a wide-eyed side stare at me, almost asking if this is normal. I let out a big breath and nod to her.

      Trust me, witch, this is nothing.

      Celeste gets it together and then taps her chin with an index finger. As if thinking of a way for everyone to come to a deal.

      “Hmmm, what could you do in exchange for William’s help? He did recently lose his brother to the very order that killed you. Perhaps some information on them or their location would be a fair price for his blood and cooperation?”

      Celeste addresses the question to her. But I feel like I’ve had the air knocked out of me. She’s talking about avenging my brother. My hands shake as I think of the possibility of not just taking Adeline from them, but also being able to bring those responsible for my brother’s death to justice. That is something I would give anything for.

      If she knows where the Vromik’s stronghold is…

      But my heart drops as I remember that this is all a hoax to get the witch back to my pack’s compound. She will never trust me after this.

      How much could she know about her murderers anyway? Can she even be trusted? My history with witches hasn’t exactly been stellar.

      Great. I’m wondering how trustworthy she is while I’m in the middle of betraying her.

      But I don’t have a choice.

      And I have to trust in her.

      Can I take that leap and risk the lives of my entire pack? If I tell her the truth, and she escapes, she could be captured and my pack would be put in further danger.

      The situation becomes crystal clear to me.

      I can either betray her or my pack.

      The thought of doing either sits ill with me. My pack is my rock. The very foundation that I have built myself from.

      But there is something about her I can’t shake, that I don’t want to ignore. I look up and shake myself when I realize both women are staring at me.

      No.

      I can’t risk my family for someone I just met.

      I decide to go along with Celeste’s story for now and figure out the rest later.

      “Yes, I’ll give you my blood and my protection, as well as access to a moonstone… if you agree to come to my pack’s compound and give me information on the Vromik that murdered you as well as their reasoning for doing so.”

      I lean towards her, narrowing my eyes.

      “You must also submit to my decisions regarding doing what’s best to protect you.”
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      Adeline

      The fuck did he just say to me?

      Submit?

      I roll the word over in my mind. Submit is a pretty word for giving up control.

      Doesn’t seem likely.

      I don’t know this wolf, and even if I did, there are few things in this world I like less than being bossed around. Ok, so there are a few things ahead of it, torture, death… spiders.

      But what choice do I have?

      I need my powers and the male staring expectantly back at me doesn’t seem the type to backpedal.

      He saved my life. He could have just left me to be put under the ground again.

      He had fought to protect me. I don’t know him, but I am making the choice to trust him.

      That doesn’t mean I will be falling in line.

      “I will agree to your proposition, but there’s a caveat.”

      He raises his eyebrows.

      “Oh?”

      “I will not be ordered around; we will work together. I have been on the run for quite a while now and can keep myself safe just as well as you can.”

      His laugh is like a slap in the face.

      “Oh yeah, I could tell that from the first moment I met you… when you were crawling out of your fucking grave.”

      Ok, that stings.

      My face heats, and if my powers were online, I would have a nice little orb to throw at him to communicate just how I feel about him. Fortunately for him, that message will have to be delivered the old-fashioned way. I open my mouth to attack, but he cuts me off.

      “Listen witch, we do this my way or no way. I will protect you and see that you get your powers back, but I won’t be wasting my time hearing opinions from someone so recently murdered.”

      I clamp my mouth shut so quick my teeth rattle.

      The fucking nerve.

      I had been on the run for a very long time before my untimely demise, thank you very much.

      That doesn’t negate the fact that I am a survivor. I want to wipe that smug look off the bastard’s face, but deflate as I realize I will be a sitting duck without his cooperation. I have to get my powers back if I’m going to have any chance of surviving.

      As much as I hate it, I need him.

      But that doesn’t mean I can’t torment him a little.

      I fight to keep mischief out of my gaze as I lean towards him as if to have an intimate conversation. The closer I get, the wider his eyes become. His Adam’s apple bobs and his heart rate takes off, mine following suit. I lock eyes with his now dilated ones, giving a shy smile as he blinks down at me.

      “I understand why you might be a tad bit put out by witches, since one so very recently had you on your knees and bleeding out. But I’m a big girl and will not be steamrolled.”

      His eyes widen, then narrow as they continue the staring contest.

      My smile broadens, and I bat my eyelashes while he turns an aggressive shade of red. I hear the splintering of wood as his claws pulverize the armrests of his chair. A loud snort followed by an eruption of raucous laughter has us both jerking our heads towards Celeste.

      She puts a hand over her mouth but takes her sweet time composing herself. One would think she would be more concerned with the death glares she is getting, but Celeste seems like she could not care less.

      “You know, at first I couldn’t wait for the two of you to get out of my office, but now I’m considering packing up and going on this little road trip with you.”

      A knock on the door saves that thought from going any further.

      “Come in.”

      A doe-eyed female with a vibrant mane of mahogany hair and porcelain skin peers around the door.

      “Sorry for the interruption, but… he’s here.”

      “Ah, thank you, Rhiannon. Please tell our guest I will be with him shortly.”

      Rhiannon nods her head and quietly closes the door behind her. Celeste turns towards her audience of two and beams at both of us.

      “I apologize for having to end what I’m sure would have been an extremely entertaining argument, but I have an appointment. He tends to pull my patron’s limbs off if he’s kept waiting too long, which, of course, is bad for business.”

      Celeste stands and comes around the desk. William and I stand as well, my anger replaced with curiosity over Celeste’s ‘appointment’.

      The priestess leads us to the office door and opens it wide.

      “Good luck with the pissing contest! I can’t wait to see how everything shakes out.”

      She winks at William, then waves us out of her office and into the tavern.
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      William

      I immediately sense a change in the air as we step out of Celeste’s office and into the main floor of the tavern. When I had first entered the bar, boisterous laughter had rung throughout the space. Everyone had been enjoying their drinks, content in their own little worlds. No one had even batted an eyelash when I carried a bloodied and unconscious witch through the room.

      But now, tension fills the space. Everyone seems to make a great effort not to turn their gazes towards the hooded creature sitting at a corner table in the back. Menace radiates from the figure and I feel a deep unease settle around me.

      “Don’t mind that; just a big teddy bear pretending to be a bloodthirsty harbinger of death. Isn’t he just the cutest?”

      Celeste sidles up to me and starts fanning herself, sighing as she gazes at the creature hidden behind the cloak.

      “Celeste, anyone ever tell you that you have a weird definition of cute?”

      Celeste chuckles and stage whispers, “the harder the shell, the softer the center.”

      With that little tidbit, she nods her head towards the fearsome thing and turns back towards her office, motioning for her ‘appointment’ to join her. I watch as the being rises and crosses the room, quiet as a whisper, leaving a trail of tension behind him as he enters Celeste’s office and closes the door.

      What the hell is that thing?

      I look over at the witch to find her looking just as unnerved as I am. I bristle, quickly thinking of ways to soothe her, to let her know I will never let anything hurt her.

      Wait.

      What the fuck?

      I shake my head and roll my shoulders, trying to get my bearing and get these damned protective thoughts out of my head. My eyes go cold as I walk towards the exit.

      “You coming or not, witch?”

      She balks at me, then quickly sets her jaw. I hear her footsteps behind me, not bothering to rush to catch up. Vincere is back to manning the entrance but barely spares me a glance as we pass through.

      The fire demon’s body is tensed up, almost as if he is preparing for an attack. I follow Vincere’s stare and find it aimed at Celeste’s closed office door.

      Why is he acting like he’s about to go into a rage over the priestess?

      I shake my head, dislodging the thought as quickly as it comes.

      Werewolves are very curious by nature, but I have bigger things to deal with.

      Plus, I really don’t give a fuck about what bothers the demon.

      I keep my strides in front of Adeline until we reach the portal that will take us back to Savannah. I stop and take in our appearance for the first time. Bloodied and tattered clothes, more blood and dirt dried on our skin. Adeline’s hair is knotted with leaves and twigs.

      It will be a risk to portal now. Humans tend not to do well with seeing people who look like they’ve just risen from the grave or bathed in someone’s blood. While only one of those is true - tearing mythos apart doesn’t count as blood bathing - I know we will probably be dealing with human police if we are spotted.

      But what choice do I have? We need to be on the road, putting distance between us and this place as soon as possible.

      I know without a doubt the Vromik and their psychotic leader have received the call by now and are all but drooling from the mouth to get their hands on her.

      Mine.

      My wolf snarls in my head at the thought of someone taking her from me. I can’t help myself as I look over at her.

      She keeps her gaze ahead, refusing to look at me.

      Is she as creeped out by our connection as me? Does she even feel it?

      Something about this witch has enthralled me to the point that all I can think about is wrapping her in my arms and tasting her.

      She would be heaven.

      Would she be sweet and give a delicate gasp as I pull her to me, or would she have a glimmer in her eyes, giving me a wicked grin as she…

      I go rigid and have to breathe deep, using every ounce of willpower I have to keep from grabbing her and finding out.

      I lock eyes with her dilated ones and notice her breathing is as ragged as my own.

      She feels it.

      I can smell her arousal with every breath I take. It awakens things in the back of my mind, primal urges, the need to claim. I step towards her, and for a moment, she leans into me. But she just as quickly retreats, breaking eye contact and bringing me back to reality like a bucket of ice-cold water.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?!”

      Her hands ball into fists, and her hazel eyes sharpen to green in her anger.

      What had I been doing?

      I don’t like this witch; am dreading the prospect of having to be around her.

      Or am I?

      She is a witch, one with a ton of dark magic rolling through her, apparently.

      I can’t want her.

      I need to be rid of her.

      My beast rankles at the thought.

      What the fuck is my problem?

      I don’t want her.

      I can’t.

      I don’t.

      My jaw cracks as I grab her hand, ignoring the jolt of electricity as we make contact, and take us through the portal.
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      William

      Not a soul is in view when we touch down on the streets of Savannah.

      Miracles do exist.

      It has to be just a few hours from sunrise, time to get the hell out of dodge. Adeline rips her hand from mine and I let her.

      “Where are we?”

      “Savannah, Georgia. This is where the main portal to Celeste’s else realm currently resides. I left my truck a couple blocks down, so we need to get moving. Stay close to me and keep your head down.”

      She creases her brow as she nervously looks around.

      “Do you think they are already here?”

      “I don’t scent anyone, but I’d rather not stick around to find out.”

      She nods, her skin paling to borderline translucent. She matches my long strides even though I’m at least a foot taller than her. Again, I have the urge to comfort her. To assure her that no one will hurt her while I’m around.

      I shrug it off and keep going.

      “What is an else realm?”

      I’m surprised by her question. How does she not know what an else realm is? Had she grown up away from mythos? Was she sheltered or in one of those cults that shun contact from other immortals? Where is her family?

      It dawns on me just how little I know about her. The obligatory werewolf curiosity comes to the fore, but it is more than just that.

      I need to know her.

      “An else realm is a pocket world within the human dimension. They are created with magic and cloaked from human eyes. Some can move locations like Celeste’s, but most remain stationary. How do you not know this?”

      She looks at the ground as if embarrassed but quickly recovers, raising her brazen gaze to me.

      “My family always kept to themselves, especially after they found out about my powers. When I was on the run, I never took the time to seek out others like me for obvious reasons. So I guess I’m a little behind on the whole ‘immortal lingo’.”

      Did she just sarcastically do air quotes at me?

      Yep.

      She did.

      I can’t help the smile and laugh that comes from the exchange.

      She’s fucking adorable.

      And dangerous.

      We make it to the truck and I open the passenger door for her, then slide into the driver’s seat. I pull out of the parking lot and onto the side road, heading for the interstate. I try to curb my curiosity for her, but it quickly overrules the silence as we merge onto the main road.

      “Where is your family now?”

      “Dead. They were killed. All of them. Because of me.”

      I glance over at her to find her blank expression and faraway eyes.

      She’s waiting to hear the judgment in my tone. I don’t know how I know that, but I feel it. I make sure to make my words gentle as I speak.

      “Who killed them?”

      I know the answer. I just need her to confirm it.

      “Different members of the Vromik. My grandmother had a vision when I was born that I would rise to become the Queen of the Dead. The witch with the most powerful death magic of all time. She didn’t know that it would also bring about our entire family’s demise. The first one found us when I was eight. She seemed friendly enough, just asking questions about the prophecy and how my powers were manifesting. At the end of the visit, she lunged for me and tried to rip my throat out… I fell back at just the right time, so she missed and snapped my collarbone instead.”

      Adeline pulls her shirt down and to the side, just below two mottled white scars.

      “Apparently, it didn’t matter to the Vromik that I was just a child. To them, I was either a threat to be extinguished, or a vessel that held the power they wanted. My parents, grandmother, and I fled after that first encounter. We got pretty good at hiding. One would get lucky every couple of years and track us down, but we always came out on top.”

      A stream of questions run through my mind. The main one being where her coven was when all this was happening, but I keep my mouth shut and just listen. She clears her throat and blinks several times, then continues.

      “I was seventeen when they killed my parents. We were living in an old farmhouse on the outskirts of Cape Fair, Missouri. I was asleep in my bed when a djinn collapsed our house. The only reason my grandmother and I lived was because our bedrooms were in the basement. She did an invisibility spell on us, and we hid in the cellar until the bastard left. I still remember his laughter and taunts when he found my parent’s bodies. The laughter turned to rage when he couldn’t find me. It took us hours to dig ourselves out after he left. After that, my grandmother and I went from town to town, never revealing ourselves or using any magic after my parents died. She said we couldn’t risk being tracked by our magical signatures. But it didn’t matter. They found us again, just after my eighteenth birthday. I didn’t want to run, was tired of letting the ones I love die for me. Grandma must have seen the resolve in my eyes. She sealed me in the closet at the hotel we were staying at, spelling it to look like a part of the wall… muting my cries. All I could do was watch through the small gaps in the door while the group of wendigo peeled her skin off and ate it until she finally bled out.”

      She stops then, studying her hands in her lap.

      I can’t stop myself.

      I reach for them, covering them with one of my own.

      “I’m sorry for your loss. I can’t imagine having to watch a loved one go through that. But you have to know that your family wouldn’t want you to give up. They need you to keep going.”

      Adeline puts one of her hands on top of mine and gently squeezes.

      “I know. That’s why I kept running. I was ready to die, but would be damned if I did so before avenging my family. I managed by myself for over a year before they put me on that altar. It’s the only time I was actually able to use the power I’m being hunted for. And now I’m back.”

      “And now you’re back.”

      She gives me a small smile as I marvel at her strength.

      “I’m going to obliterate every single one of them.”

      She squeezes my hand again.

      “We just have to get my powers back first.”
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Adeline

      I notice the sudden change in his demeanor.

      What caused it?

      As soon as I mentioned getting my powers back, it was like a wall went up. He takes his hand from mine and studies the road ahead.

      Great, now I’m feeling awkward.

      I bite my bottom lip and study my fingernails; my filthy, broken off, jagged nails. I would be the perfect zombie in one of those human films. Plus, they could save money on makeup because I already look dead. I gaze down at my dirty, tattered clothing.

      Scratch that, they would save on makeup and wardrobe.

      Note to self: climbing up out of the earth isn’t exactly manicure friendly.

      Not that I’ve ever had one.

      Since pre-death, I have been on the run, just trying to stay one step ahead. The last thing on my mind had been pampering. The one night I had let myself indulge had been at that concert, then came the altar. Now here I am post-resurrection, in serious danger, and all I can focus on are my nails.

      No wonder I died.

      I’m almost ashamed, but glance over at the ever surly werewolf beside me.

      Ah.

      Or maybe I’m coming up with petty distractions, so I won’t start obsessing over why my hand is still tingling from where a certain someone touched me and then suddenly starting acting as if I am nothing more than an inanimate object.

      Bingo.

      Why do I feel so drawn to him?

      Sure, William is the supernatural depiction of brooding and sexy. But he is also a complete and total douche-canoe. My cheeks heat as I think back to how vulnerable I made myself.

      It’s cringeworthy.

      The ‘V’ word.

      Vulnerable.

      I’ve made myself vulnerable again.

      That is when things get truly dangerous.

      I could end up dead, forever this time.

      I need to get it together. Spilling my guts to a complete stranger should not have been on the menu tonight.

      Or ever.

      Neither should have been ogling his ass as he walked ahead of me to the truck.

      I jerk my head towards him. Thank the gods he isn’t a mind reader.

      Shut it down, Addie.

      The cold and calculating part of my mind takes over. I need to know more about this wolf, need to assess the last few hours. He had saved me and agreed to help me, but something is off. I had woken up powerless, surrounded by him and a cheery priestess, who radiated terror intermittently.

      Those two had shared more than one mysterious look.

      Was it lust?

      I shock myself as my whole body tenses in anger.

      Nope.

      Not jealous.

      Shut. It. Down.

      The plan seems sound, but I know they are hiding something from me. William is providing the items I need to get my powers back. In return, I will give him all the information I know about the Vromik as payment.

      Then we will part and go our separate ways. Was that truly payment enough for him though? He did go into those woods blindly with a sadistic witch in order to rescue his brother. Surely avenging him would be forefront in his mind.

      But what about his pack?

      They are in danger as long as the Vromik are in business. The pack will probably look at me as a prize pony. Something to lock away just to spite the enemy and lose the key. I gaze at his profile. That is the holdup in my mind.

      Why would he let me go?

      I know how badly the Vromik want me. He could easily kill me to enrage them and exact his vengeance. But then why would he save me in the first place?

      William could have destroyed me. Instead, he had taken me to Celeste in a bid to save my life, and at what cost to himself? Powerful mythos like Celeste don’t work for free. What price had he paid for me to live?

      We drive in silence for the rest of the day.

      “The sun will set soon. I’m going to find us a place to rest for a few hours.”

      Wiliam’s voice startles me out of my dazed thoughts.

      “Sounds good to me. You know, for being ‘at rest’ for so long, I am completely exhausted.”

      I can’t help but smile as he grins at my air quote usage. He shakes his head and gives a short laugh, looking at me like I’m crazy, but then all traces of humor leave his face.

      “You were so cold in my arms. I didn’t think I’d make it to Celeste in time.”

      I’m taken aback by his show of concern. That isn’t the reaction of someone just working a deal.

      We drive to a small hotel off the interstate and park at the very back of the lot. William twists in his seat and grabs a duffle bag from the back of the cab.

      He turns back around and puts the bag on his lap, then proceeds to peel off his dingy shirt… taking all my brain cells with it.

      Oh.

      My.

      Lanta.

      It isn’t fair.

      He is muscles on top of muscles. Broad shoulders on top of hard pecs with a freaking ten pack that my fingers ache to touch. A small dusting of a goody trail runs down below his navel, disappearing into his jeans.

      I’m staring.

      At the moment I can’t formulate enough shame to give a damn.

      My gaze lowers towards the button of his fly and his abdomen twitches in response.

      I gasp and shoot my gaze up to find his eyes locked on me. They are an intense storm gray as they roam my face and dip down to my chest.

      My pulse quickens. He lets out a low growl. I know he can hear the racing of my heart and my breathing take off. He licks his lips and leans towards me, running his hand up my leg.

      I feel alive.

      All of my senses are awakened as he slowly takes his finger from my knee to upper thigh. I am frozen in place, soaking up the caress.

      Readying myself for more.

      That’s when cosmic intervention steps in with a slamming car door in the distance. William jerks his hand back and straightens in his seat, leaning as far away from me as possible.

      I blanch, then turn away from him, schooling my face and breathing deep to calm down my heart rate. When I look back, he pulls on a fresh shirt and tosses one to me.

      “Put this on. I’m going to go get us a room. Do not leave this truck until I come back.”

      William is pretending to be mad, but can’t hide the huskiness of his voice from me. I can only nod as he sullenly closes the truck door and walks away, shaking his head.
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      William

      What the hell was that?

      I inwardly shake myself, careful not to be too obvious of my discomfort in case she is watching. I had been so close to taking her right then and there.

      Why do I want her like this?

      Something about her calls to me. When she told me of the hardships she’s faced, it had taken all I had not to pull her into my arms and console her. She has been through so much, is still going through it.

      And I am about to become yet another betrayer to her list.

      I didn’t expect that knowledge to squeeze my heart like it does.

      This is about the pack’s safety. About avenging my brother, Callum.

      But what about her?

      I can talk to my alpha, maybe persuade him to let her live in the compound among the pack while I take out the rest of the Vromik. She will be safe there.

      But I’ve already betrayed her, haven’t I?

      I have made her vulnerable and powerless, then lied about it to her face. That won’t easily be forgiven. What if she doesn’t want to stay with the pack? The alpha might spare her, but I will never let her leave until the threat is taken care of.

      This is a huge fucking mess.

      For a witch.

      One that is dangerously close to making me have hope.

      I rent a room and walk a few steps away from the front desk. I take in the surprisingly fresh donuts and coffee in the lobby while I pull out my cell phone and dial my alpha.

      “Flynn. You should have checked in hours ago. What the fuck happened?”

      My jaw clenches. Connall Lennox, alpha of the Gheara Pack, does not waste time on niceties.

      “Good to hear your voice too, cousin. A member of the Vromik almost murdered me. I unknowingly aided in the resurrection of a witch, then had to give my blood in exchange for Celeste’s help with said witch.”

      Silence.

      Connall isn’t shocked very often and a small part of me is proud to have done so. But it lasts all of ten seconds.

      “Start from the beginning and don’t leave anything out.”

      I tell Connall everything. When I tell him the leader of the Vromik is Badb, a flurry of intricately laced curses stream from his side of the phone. I let him get it out of his system before ending with how Celeste helped me trick Adeline into going to the pack.

      “Bring the witch to me. Badb wants her, and that means we have to make sure she doesn’t get her. I’m going to call Celeste and then pass this new information on to our allies. If Badb is free, then it is only a matter of time before Macha and Anu are as well. If the three are allowed to join, it would mean absolute chaos and exposure to mythos. Take a few hours to rest, but then get your ass on the road and don’t stop until you’re here. And don’t let that witch out of your sight. We can’t lose her.”

      “Got it. She’s cloaked right now, but I won’t take any chances. For all we know, someone will be able to see around the enchantment and find her. I’ll call again when we’re on the road.”

      “See that you do.”

      Click.

      I slide the key cards to our room into my back pocket, then make my way back to the truck. Two women walking towards the front doors of the lobby gape at me.

      I probably should have changed my jeans.

      The lady at the front desk had been extremely accommodating… until she had seen the dirt and blood on my pants.

      She had gone white and her words had caught in her throat. I had inwardly cursed myself but then took on a faux-embarrassed demeanor as I explained it had been my first time field dressing a deer and it hadn’t gone well. The woman had relaxed then and gone back to giving me shy smiles.

      It had been too easy.

      She was either calling the cops right now or really is just that gullible.

      I don’t know which bothers me more.

      I turn my thoughts to Adeline. I can’t believe how well she’s kept it together so far. She has to be incredibly powerful to battle a witch immediately after resurrecting.

      As crazy as everything has been, she has taken it in stride. She never let herself become overwhelmed, just accepting it and looking for a solution. Hell, the minx had even held her own against me when I’d tried to tell her how this trip is going to go.

      I catch myself smiling as I think of the ornery glint in her eyes when she'd told me she is a big girl and wouldn’t be steamrolled.

      Mine.

      I stop in my tracks.

      My instincts flood me. Her scent causes my heart to go into overdrive. The need to have her, to claim her as mine is all I can think about.

      My wolf is trying to take over, has accepted what I refuse to see.

      No.

      She is not mine.

      I close my eyes and grapple for control.

      It can’t be.

      She can’t be.

      I’m so consumed with getting the reins to my wolf that my heart almost stops when soft hands meet my forearms. I let out a growl and jump back to find Adeline standing in front of me with her hands outstretched.

      “Easy, it’s just me. I saw you stop on your way to the truck and got worried. Are you ok?”

      I say nothing for a moment, just study her. She’s changed into my shirt. It hangs down to her knees and though I will never admit it out loud; she looks cute. I like her in my shirt, like my scent mingling with hers. No mythos will dare touch her like this.

      They will sense me and know the wrath that will befall them if they so much as look at her the wrong way. I shake myself. I like it because it will be easier to protect her, nothing more.

      Liar.

      “I’m fine. Let’s get you to the room so you can settle in.”

      I walk to the truck and grab my duffle, then turn towards the hotel.

      “You aren’t staying?”

      “I will grab us food while you take time to relax. You seem like the type that needs space to process through things.”

      From my peripherals, I can tell she is staring at me. I don’t fully look at her though, not with us coming to the door to our hotel room.

      Our room.

      I become aroused just thinking about those words. Two beds, nothing will happen.

      Nothing can happen.

      Nevermind the fact that I am practically frothing at the mouth for her. I lied to her, have basically taken her hostage for god’s sakes. I need a few minutes away from her to lock myself down.

      I open the door and go in first, while Adeline waits in the doorway. She watches me silently as I check the main room and small bathroom.

      “You can come in now; it’s safe.”

      I look up when she doesn’t immediately cross the threshold. Her cheeks are rosy, and she is staring at the bed. She startles and comes in when she notices me staring at her. I waste no time going to the door.

      “Stay here and do not open this door for anyone, no matter what. You can wear the clean clothes I have in my bag for now. I’ll get you your own after we’ve rested. I’m just going right down the road for food.”

      “Thank you.”

      I glance at her, nod, then open the door and step out.

      “I’ll be back soon.”
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      Adeline

      I’m alone.

      With access to soap and water.

      I should hightail it to the bathroom, but all I can seem to do is stand and stare at the door.

      So much has happened; so many emotions keep crashing over me. Now that I’m by myself, everything is catching up to me.

      Threatening to break me.

      I feel tears prick my eyes as I focus on slowing my breathing.

      I’m alive.

      I’m fucking alive.

      My knees hit the floor.

      A high-pitched keening sound fills the room. I dazedly recognize it as my own as sobs shake my already shivering body. I double over and press my forehead to the floor. The pressure from the ground reminds me that this is real.

      I made it.

      The resurrection spell worked.

      I had been to the other side, had seen my grandfather. Then, in what seemed like the blink of an eye, I was tearing through dirt to take my first breath in…

      How long?

      The question makes me go still.

      How long have I been gone?

      I slowly sit back on my heels, wrapping shaking arms around my middle. Tearful hiccups escape my lips as I observe the room, taking everything in from the soft comforters on the beds to the complimentary coffee packs by the little coffee maker.

      Nothing in here has a date on it.

      The urge to call down to the front desk strikes me, but I quickly rebuff the idea. It probably wouldn’t be good to ask the current year and then start screaming hysterically when it is given.

      One thing at a time.

      With so much swirling around in my mind, I decide to do the least overwhelming thing first.

      Make a list, knock it off one by one.

      I get to my feet and head to the bathroom.

      I take off William’s shirt, then peel off the rest of my clothes. I start to remove the ring I woke up wearing, but remember him saying it has been spelled to cloak me.

      As soon as the hot water hits my skin, I let out an involuntary moan.

      It has been so long.

      How long exactly? I don’t want to know at the moment.

      I take my time lathering suds over my body, then wash and condition my hair three times. I numbly watch the drain as blood and mud mingle together, then disappear. I turn my back to the shower head and let the hot water roll down my spine, making me shiver and drop my head.

      I’m alive.

      Slowly, I raise my head and stare blankly at the tiled wall.

      Now what?

      I had been so adamant about what I wanted when I was at The Shrunken Head. Get my powers back, destroy the Vromik, become Queen of the Dead as prophesied, and live happily ever after.

      But now I’m not sure about anything.

      Other than my powers are gone.

      If I don’t do the ritual, then they won’t come back. No one would have a reason to hurt me anymore. I could have a chance at living a normal life.

      Is that what I want?

      Images of my family flash through my mind.

      No.

      Their deaths won’t be in vain. I won’t stand by while others are hurt, and my family’s murderers roam free. I will get my powers back and become the powerful witch my grandmother had seen in her vision.
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        * * *

      

      

  




William

      When I open the door to the hotel room, I find Adeline sitting against the headboard of one of the beds... in nothing but a towel. My claws extend, digging into the palms of my hands around the plastic handled bags I'm carrying. My mouth waters as I take in the image of her long legs.

      Mercy.

      I can’t seem to look away.

      The navy blue comforter compliments her pale complexion and silvery hair. Long, lean legs end under a towel that gloves her flared hips and generous breasts. I find my hands itching to remove the offending cloth.

      I pry my eyes away to take in her graceful neck, then dart down to her scarred collarbone. The scar reminds me of the horrors she has faced.

      She’s so strong.

      When I find her eyes, I mutter a choked curse.

      She doesn’t have to say a word at all with eyes like hers. So expressive. They leave no mystery about what she is thinking about as she bites her bottom lip. How could I possibly think I was going to be the one in control here? All she has to do is look at me the way she is now to bring me to my knees. My blood sets fire under her gaze.

      Two seconds.

      That’s all it takes for me to drop the bags I was carrying and have my lips on hers. There is no preamble to the kiss. No gentle pecking. I cross to the bed only to be met by her parting my lips with hers and thrusting her tongue to meet mine.

      I weave my fingers through her hair as I ease her back onto the mattress and try to not crush her under my weight. I support myself above her with my free hand and my knees by the outside of her legs as she claws at my back to get me closer. She squeezes my biceps, then brings one hand behind my neck to deepen the kiss even more.

      I have to touch more of her.

      I clutch her hip as she arches her back and brings her chest up to mine. A growl vibrates through my chest, earning a soft gasp from her. Our tongues twine and caress each other as Adeline lets out a whimper and reaches for the hem of my shirt. I move my hand towards the edge of the towel, eager for the feel of her bare breasts in my hand.

      My wolf is all but howling at the rightness of this.

      I want her.

      Need her.

      I need to sink into her and watch her come undone as I wring every last ounce of pleasure out of her. As I reach to move her towel down, the enchanted bracelet catches my eye. I slow my lips against hers, a weight forming against my chest. The air catches in my lungs.

      I can't do this.

      I immediately stop the kiss, rearing back and leaping off the bed.

      We stare at each other, both breathing heavily, lips swollen from the searing kiss we just shared. Adeline’s eyes are still warm but laced with confusion. I look into them, yearning to go back to her but knowing I can’t let myself. She'll end up hating me even more if I do.

      I’ve betrayed her.

      This can’t happen.

      I take my longing and shove it into the mental lockbox I made a long time ago.

      I feel my eyes go cold as I return her frazzled stare.

      My wolf rebels against me, but I can't fuck this up more than I already have. She means too much, deserves so much better than what I've given her.

      “We can’t do this.”
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        * * *

      

      

  




Adeline

      Confusion.

      Hot, sexy confusion.

      Nope, the sexy is leaving.

      I watch as William goes from looking like he is going to eat me up to blinking and going completely blank.

      It is like someone poured water on the flames that had been licking me from his eyes only moments before. I drop my gaze and adjust my towel.

      What happened?

      I had been sitting on the bed, reflecting on my new shot at life.

      The sexy werewolf that had saved me flashed into my mind and only a second later, the door had opened. He had come back from getting food, only to take one look at me and pounce. Then proceeded to give me the hottest kiss I’d ever known. But then, just as quickly, he jumped off of me and extinguished everything that our kiss had built.

      We can’t?

      Why?

      We have been sharing heated stares since we met. I know he is attracted to me. If literally leaping at me from the foot of the bed and growling into my mouth wasn’t enough of an indicator, I don’t know what is.

      So why can’t we?

      A thought forms in my mind and softens the anger lacing into the puzzlement I feel.

      “William, if you are thinking I'm in a fragile state and not wanting to take advantage of me, that isn’t the case here. I admit I had a bit of a breakdown when you left, but having the life I’ve had, it doesn’t take me long to find my resolve and bounce back.”

      He shakes his head once and says, “No, it’s not that.”

      My brows draw together.

      Then why?

      Was that just a momentary lapse in judgement? Had I misread his previous interest? I feel embarrassment heat my cheeks.

      The softness I feel is quickly evaporating under the heat of my anger. I have no reason to feel ashamed. He doesn’t want me.

      Fine.

      I know now just how short life can be. I will not waste it feeling bad for indulging a kiss he started. I get up from the bed and cross my arms under my breasts. William’s eyes dart to them but quickly move to the space right over my shoulder.

      “I bought you some things at the local clothing store. They can tide you over until I can take you with me to shop for what you want.”

      William goes back over to the bags he had dropped and grabs one filled with women’s clothing. He studies a random space across the room as he hands the bag to me.

      “If you want to go get dressed, I’ll get the food ready for us.”

      I raise my eyebrows and slowly take the bag from him. Without a word, I turn and march into the bathroom. I close the door and then just stand there in the middle of the compact room, clutching the full plastic bag to my chest.

      I can hear the rustling of bags and then the opening of plastic containers.

      I'm starving.

      I know this.

      But the shock of what just happened keeps me glued in place.

      I don’t understand.

      But why do I want to understand so badly?

      Shrug it off, Adeline.

      There are more important things at stake.

      I square my shoulders and reach into the bag.

      If William wants to be a confusing asshole, then that is his prerogative.

      Decided, I pull out a black lacy bra and panty set in my size. I can’t help but blush. He had definitely been sizing me up enough to know my exact measurements. Someone wouldn’t do that unless they were interested in what they saw.

      I put them on, then the black cami and gray joggers, inwardly cursing myself as I wonder if he bought himself a pair of gray sweats as well.

      The thought of him in nothing but those…

      A shudder runs through me.

      Nope! A big hell no, actually.

      Picturing his sexy werewolf ass in low slung outline-hugging sweats isn’t going to do me any favors.

      More clothing, that’s what I need.

      I pull on a gray zip-up hoodie to match the joggers and leave it unzipped.

      William is interested.

      In my body, if nothing else.

      So why did he shut down like that?

      There is something more to this.

      Something that I need to be focusing on figuring out.

      I don’t like his reaction.

      It means there is something he isn’t telling me.

      I square my shoulders and open the door to the bathroom, resolved to find out just what the hell that is.

      My determined gait immediately wavers as I step into the main room, and the smell of Mexican food hits me. The spices and smell of fresh tortillas has me salivating and running to the table. I don’t spare William a glance as I plop into a chair and pull the nearest aluminum platter over. I dig in with a groan, all etiquette and awareness of my audience forgotten as the delicious smell of my food overtakes me.

      That chimichanga never had a chance.

      Distantly, I register William’s hushed laughter as he scoots the chips and salsa closer to me, then takes the lid off another entrée. He scoots a round container over until it bumps the hand that is currently protectively wrapped around my food, slowly peeling off the lid.

      God’s help me, is that…

      Queso.

      I shudder as I take a whiff of white cheesy perfection.

      Mexican food has always been my favorite. Apparently, being freshly resurrected has made me ravenous enough to nearly climax from the smell of queso.

      Yep. That’s where I'm at in life.

      I grab chip after chip, dunking and splattering casualty drops across the table as I moan and shove food into my mouth until it’s a chore to swallow. The chimichanga disappears along with the side of beans and rice. The queso gets woefully low as William slides the next entrée over and I dig in.

      Heaven.

      When the hunger pangs ease back enough to not cloud my vision, I sit back in my chair and close my eyes. Slowly letting out a sigh, I blindly reach for another tortilla chip.

      “This almost makes up for it.”

      Though I keep my eyes closed, I can feel William’s gaze on my face. It only takes him a few seconds to give in.

      “Makes up for what?”

      “The fact that you’re hiding something from me.”

      I don’t need to open my eyes and study him to know that it is true. His actions and the sudden tension in the air says it all. I sit up with a sigh, keeping my gaze down as I grab another chip and dip it first in the queso, then the salsa and bring it home.

      Daaaaamn.

      I chew slowly, contemplating the situation outside of my food heaven. Do I let this go for now until I have more to go on or pressure the subject and hope he cracks? I look up at him.

      His gaze is far off, as if he too is contemplating where to go from here. He doesn’t seem like the type to just give in on divulging things he doesn’t want to. I don’t have my powers and am not exactly known for my smooth talking detective skills…

      I don’t like my odds of beating him up either.

      I need to be patient and wait. Either way, I have been given a second chance at life and I'm not wasting it. I can go with him, or I can catch him off guard and run. There has to be another way to break this curse and get my powers back if William turns out to be a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

      A chuckle slips out at the metaphor and he looks at me like I'm losing my mind. I cough into my fist and sit up, going for a different angle in my questioning.

      “So, why did you decide to become a Raedan?”

      William’s eyebrows raise at the question, his mouth turning down.

      “A subject change?”

      “Yep.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like that.”

      Instead of being blindsided, he seems relieved. His shoulders ease and he exhales.

      So he had been expecting me to use force. Nope, just trying to decide if I should stick with you or pour contact solution in your coffee and make a run for it.

    

  







            Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    




      William

      This witch is confusing as hell.

      I push my hand through the hair on the back of my head and look at her. On the outside, she seems to genuinely not care about the fact that she knows something is up. When she had bluntly told me so, I’d almost been as shocked as when her hand had burst up from the ground.

      Adeline’s directness, paired with the fact that she had practically made love to her food in front of me, has me wanting her more than ever. I briefly contemplate telling her the truth right here and now.

      I fucking want to.

      The more I'm around her, the more I want to confess.

      Ask for forgiveness and promise that I’ll help her in any way I can.

      But I can’t risk her leaving and my pack being endangered. What if I tell her and she goes where I can’t find her? Where I can’t protect her?

      My eyes find her again as she eats.

      She is so beautiful.

      The food is giving her body the extra kick it needs to finish regenerating and make her skin glow.

      We are practically strangers, but I'm completely enamored with her. This has never happened to me before.

      This instant connection.

      This bone-deep fucking want.

      I should have just kept kissing her.

      My wolf recognizes her as mine.

      Soul mates are rare.

      I can only think of a handful of mythos I’ve met throughout my life that have that kind of bond.

      I should be exploring the possibility like I yearn to, learning about her and taking care of her. Instead, I had taken one look at this damn bracelet and knew I couldn’t keep going with what is between us. Not now, probably not ever after she finds out what I’ve done.

      And what if I told her? What could I possibly say?

      I didn’t trust you out the gate, so I decided to have your powers bound. That way, I could pretty much hold you hostage at my convenience in the pack compound. My bad.

      No way.

      A subject change is a grand idea.

      “I took my Raedan oath the day I finished the change into immortality. My father was one, and a good number of my pack are as well. Unlike a lot of mythos that prefer to stay out of everything and keep to themselves, we value the peace that comes from humans not knowing about us; being able to go out among them without being targeted for what we are. Long ago, we paid the price of protecting that peace for everyone. Of course, you don’t have to be a werewolf to be a Raedan. There is a clutch of vampires that live close by my pack’s land that have a couple of Raedans in their ranks. One of my best friends, who is an earth demon, is one as well.”

      “An earth demon?”

      “Let me guess, being sheltered and all that you don’t know much about demons?”

      “Affirmative.”

      I call bullshit, but who am I to call her on anything? So I don’t.

      “There are different kinds of demons with unique powers. There are the original demons that actually came from hell; evil bastards, obviously. But then there are those that were born on earth. They are called elemental demons because when they are born, they must be bound to the earth in some way. Otherwise, their souls will tear from their body and go straight to hell. So their parents bind them to one of the four elements: earth, air, fire, or water. As they get older and their powers manifest, whatever element they were bound to is the way their powers lean towards. Not only can they control their element, they can also create it from nothing and wield it like a weapon.”

      Adeline studies me, then lets out a shallow breath.

      “Sounds like I need to become besties with an elemental demon.”

      I check my jealousy as quickly as it comes. I don’t care that she is impressed by an elemental demon’s strength. I also don’t feel challenged to show my strength and prove that it will be all she will ever need.

      I will not puff up my chest to distract her from the hypothetical demon that I'm picturing tearing limb from limb either.

      Fuck.

      I may have been puffing up my chest this entire time.

      I hang my head and let out a long exhale, flexing my fingers as I go back to the Raedan line of conversation.

      “Being so sheltered, I'm surprised you know about the Raedan Order.”

      “My father was a Raedan.”

      I turn my shocked gaze to her. Adeline had said the Vromik had murdered her parents when she was seventeen. She doesn’t look much older than twenty; she couldn’t have even gone through the change to immortality yet. The spell she cast on herself is the only reason she had been saved.

      Not immortal yet.

      I clench my fists and struggle to keep my panic under control.

      She’s so vulnerable though.

      I considered her so when I thought she was immortal, but now that I'm realizing she probably hasn’t made the change yet?

      I have to get her to the compound.

      Another thought occurs to me.

      Raedans don’t exactly have a monthly newsletter or anything, but I have always been alerted when one of our own has been killed. There haven’t been any deaths in at least ten years, as far as I know.

      I feel my brows draw together.

      Exactly how long has she been dead?

      Why haven’t I thought to ask that?

      Were the surroundings that seem so commonplace to me, overwhelming her? I think back to her clothing, noting the jeans and shoes she had been wearing didn’t seem all that dated. Her reactions thus far haven’t betrayed any sense of confusion about my truck or the hotel room.

      I have to know.

      “Adeline, do you know how long you’ve been away from this plane?”

      Her shoulders slump. She stares sadly down at her interwoven fingers resting in her lap.

      “I was debating on wither to ask you what year it is. To know how much time I’ve lost. I decided I wasn’t ready to know quite yet.”

      She unclasps her fingers, then rests them on her thighs.

      “But I need to know; whether I feel ready or not. I need to know.”

      Her expression tugs at my heart as she casts her broken gaze on me. I can hear her heartbeat quicken, can see the tears held back in her eyes.

      I pull a chair over beside hers and sit down. I can’t protect her from this, but I can help her through it. I keep my gaze on hers and wrap an arm around her, softly leading her head to just above my heart so I can tuck her under my chin.

      As soon as her cheek touches my chest, her entire body goes lax. She snuggles into me and I pull her closer. A female so strong and resilient is letting me take care of her. I rest my chin on top of her head and gently rub circles on her back.

      “I will tell you the year, Adeline. But first, I want you to promise me you’ll keep one thing in mind.”

      I stop rubbing her back so I can wrap both arms tightly around her.

      “I need you to promise me that no matter how long you have been gone, you will keep in mind that you are immortal and have more lifetimes than you can count left to enjoy. A loss is a loss, and I know it will hurt. I just ask that you keep the good in your thoughts as well.”

      I can feel Adeline’s breaths on my chest and the small gasp she gives at my words. One of her arms wraps around my waist as she settles even more against me. Her other hand clutches my shirt as she whispers her promise.

      “I promise.”

      “The date is August 29th, 2016.”
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Adeline

      My body jerks at the news, but William holds fast and starts murmuring gently to me, pulling me onto his lap. I can’t process what he is saying, only that his voice is trying to comfort me and bring me back from the panic that is causing me to hyperventilate.

      Fourteen years!

      It can’t be possible.

      When my spirit had been in that field with my grandfather, it had only felt like a few hours. How could this be happening? Tears fill, then spill over my eyelids.

      Fourteen years.

      I had only been twenty-one when I was murdered.

      I’ve been dead for over half as long as I’ve lived.

      Am I thirty-five now or do those extra years not count since I’ve just been a rotting pile of bones in the dirt?

      Am I immortal?

      I would have completed the change way before now if I had been living this whole time.

      Do incorporeal years count?

      I should probably call someone and ask if they count.

      Do I know any immortality experts who study age technicalities?

      I don’t realize that I’ve been giggling and sobbing until William gently pulls me away from him by the shoulders.

      I'm ugly crying.

      Knowing that just makes me laugh harder.

      He crushes me back to him and starts rocking back and forth.

      The giggles leave quickly after that.

      The tears take a little longer to follow.

      He holds me through it, never stopping slowly rocking me as I fall apart. He keeps one massive hand on the side of my head, the other around my back.

      Knowing William is with me and is trying to soothe me in any way he can makes my heart warm to him and gives me the strength I need to sit up. I glance away from him and grab a napkin from the table. After drying my eyes and wiping my nose, I blot at his tear-trodden shirt.

      “Sorry for snotting on your shirt.”

      Yeah, I just said that.

      William smiles, then tucks some stray strands of hair behind my ears so he can peer down at me.

      “You can snot on my anytime you need to, Adeline.”

      I look at him. We’re both smiling at each other now.

      I can smile after the night I’ve had.

      Because of him.

      “Fourteen years.”

      “Fourteen years? That’s how long you’ve been gone?”

      I nod.

      My smile falters as his grows bigger.

      “That’s great news. I knew based on your clothes you hadn’t been gone for too long, but had definitely thought it’d been longer than that!”

      I endure his excitement, watching his smile turn down into a frown as he seems to notice that he’s the only one celebrating.

      “Is that not good news?”

      I jerk away, standing so I can glare down at him.

      “No, William. it isn’t. I lost fourteen years! I'm only twenty-one! Or thirty-five now, if ghost years count. I don’t know if they do or not. Am I immortal? Who knows?! What I do know is that fourteen years of my life are gone and it fucking hurts!”

      I lock my jaw to keep from breaking down into hysterics, continuing to glare as he slowly rises from his seat and towers over me.

      I'm ready for a fight, want it even.

      Anything to quell this overwhelming panic and sadness that is threatening to crush me at any second.

      I straighten my back as he dips his head down to capture my gaze.

      I scowl at him, trying in vain to hold on to my anger as his eyes soften.

      “Adeline, I apologize. I was just happy because it could have been a lot worse. But I know it is still a loss. One that you don’t deserve. I want to be here for you in any way I can. Forgive me?”

      Shock cuts through my grief.

      His words not only kill the anger heating my veins, they comfort me. I barely know this male, but he seems to know exactly how to calm me and make me feel safe. I step into him and my body instantly relaxes as he wraps his arms around me.

      “Can you just hold me? So much has happened in such a brief time. I'm so tired. I just need to feel safe right now.”

      “Of course.”

      I step away, lamenting at the cold that comes from leaving his embrace, then twine my fingers with his. We walk hand in hand to the bed, getting in and curling around each other.

      I immediately feel my body notice his. Feel the heat rise. I detect an answering call from him as his body tenses around mine. He nuzzles the top of my head, breathing deeply as he chuckles.

      “Sleep, temptress.”

      I smile into his chest, dreams instantly overtaking me.
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      William

      My mind is in utter conflict as I drive my truck out of the hotel parking lot. I glance over at Adeline, who meets me with a warm smile.

      I can’t stop looking at her.

      Silvery blond curls shining in the sunlight. Her cheeks are dusted with a faint blush as she gazes up at me with those warm hazel eyes.

      Last night I had slept better than any other time in memory. Holding her, then feeling her go soft against me as she slept, lulled me into my own deep slumber. I had awoken to her sighing against my chest and stretching against the side of my body. Feeling her breasts push against my side had brought me from half asleep to full awareness in less than a second.

      I had gently disengaged from her and practically ran to the bathroom for the coldest shower of my life.

      Gods, I want her!

      I could tell she had been disappointed as we’d gathered our things and left. I have been inwardly cursing myself ever since.

      It didn’t have to be this way.

      Why the fuck didn’t I give her a chance?

      The vibrating of my phone takes me out of the plague of this growing regret.

      The contact photo dominating my screen is a zoomed in picture of someone’s left nostril.

      A photo I hadn’t taken… much less saved to my phone.

      I shake my head.

      Celeste.

      “Hidey-ho, wolfie-o! I bet I am about to become your favorite priestess today!”

      “Celeste, why the hell do you have your nose in my phone? Literally.”

      “You just found that? Wow, we need to talk more!”

      I close my eyes and try to find some patience as I clutch the steering wheel.

      One, two, three…

      Aren’t I supposed to count sheep or some shit? No, that’s for sleeping. Then why the hell is randomly counting supposed to help?

      A deafening scream sounds out that has me pulling the phone away from my ear. Adeline shoots up from her seat, eyes wide as she stares from me to the phone. I know Celeste well enough by now not to be too alarmed. I hear some shushing and then more garbled screams, as if someone is being gagged.

      “Celeste, why are you calling me during one of your little torture sessions? Getting bored?”

      I hear more muffled screams as Celeste tsks at someone and tells them to stop being such a baby.

      “It just isn’t as fun once their vertebrae are pulverized. I mean, what’s the point of tearing muscle from bone when they can’t even feel it? Sure it’s fun for me, but what about them? I'm a giver after all. I should have paced myself this time. I promised myself I would. But that damned bloodlust kicked in and… oh geez, Louise! Here I am carrying on when I should be telling you about how I found the person with all the answers to why the Vromik are so interested in Adeline and where one of the Morrigan goddesses is imprisoned.”

      My back stiffens and out of the corner of my eye, I see Adeline’s gaze widen at the news.

      “You know, I could always just wait for him to regenerate. There’s room in the pub’s cooler. I’ll just hang him upside down by the ankles over a bucket to catch any remaining blood. Vampires would pay a fortune for a taste of angel.”

      “Celeste, for fuck’s sake! Tell me!”

      “Alright, alright! So pushy! Is Adeline annoyed with you yet? Because I would be just about to puncture my own ear drums if I had to listen to you drone on and on instead of getting to the point.”

      I bite my tongue so hard I taste blood.

      One, two, three…

      I need to know what she knows. Must not piss off the sadistic high priestess. Must not piss off…

      “So, I’d love to chat more, but I really have a lot going on right now. I'm texting you the address of a banshee named Aisling. She has all the information you need. K, byeeeeee!”

      Click.

      My phone pulses against my cheek as a text immediately comes through with the banshee’s address.

      I startle.

      Red Wing, Minnesota.

      We are practically neighbors.

      I knew the area was a hotspot for mythos, but banshees typically isolate themselves. Why doesn’t this one?

      “Well, at least we won’t have to add time to our trip. This Aisling lives just about twenty minutes or so from Gheara land.”

      “That’s great! I wonder how she knows so much about the Vromik. Do you think we can trust her?”

      “Celeste wants the Vromik dealt with as much as we do. She wouldn’t send us to someone she doesn’t trust. Plus, we need to know why the Vromik need you so badly. We can’t afford not to go.”

      “Why can’t we just call her?”

      “The risk of phone lines being spelled is too great. Celeste was alright with giving the address via phone because that isn’t exactly critical information. But what Aisling can tell us, that should only be done face to face.”

      I keep my eyes on the road but can feel her looking at me. The silence stretches for quite awhile before she finally speaks.

      “Why do you think the Vromik want me?”

      I consider my words for a moment. I don’t know exactly what they want with her. But I have feared from the start that it has something to do with freeing the other two goddesses that make up the Morrigan.

      “It’s best not to torment ourselves wondering. Aisling will be able to give us the answer soon enough.”

      “You think they need me to join the Morrigan, don’t you?”

      I sigh. Of course she had already that of that.

      Why wouldn’t she?

      These bastards had hunted Adeline her whole life. She has to be a key of some sort to their cause. I open my mouth to answer, but stop when she goes on.

      “That’s why you really agreed to help me, isn’t it? You want to make sure they don’t get what they need to release the other two goddesses. You also know they will come after me, so you’ll have ample opportunity to avenge your brother while also protecting your pack.”

      I tense, shame threatening to choke me.

      “I, I…”

      “No, it’s ok. I get it and I don’t blame you, William. You loved your brother and you love your pack. It’s admirable.”

      I flinch.

      I am protecting them all right.

      At your expense.
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      Adeline

      We drive in silence for the rest of the day.

      I don’t understand the sudden coldness from him. My heart had selfishly hurt a little when I pieced everything together.

      William is protecting his pack. He doesn’t even know me.

      Still, a part of me had hoped that the interest he had immediately shown me had been what made him agree to help. I don’t understand this distance from him though. I had praised him and told him I don’t blame him. Which I don’t. So why is he acting like this?

      When we had stopped at a gas station earlier, he hadn’t even acknowledged my existence. He had even stayed in the truck while I went inside.

      Before, William had been practically glued to me, eyes always scanning our surroundings.

      What am I missing?

      I look over at him for what seems like the millionth time. His profile is stoic and his eyes never leave the road, but I know he has to feel me looking at him.

      William seems to be annoyed with my very existence, when just this morning he had held me close. It is nearly evening again when the GPS finally guides us into Aisling’s driveway.

      The historic Victorian home is immaculate.

      It has a beautiful wraparound porch and so much detail that I forget my circumstances as I take it all in. A stark black roof compliments the different shades of gray the house is painted in. White trim around the windows and various stained glass images of crystals gives the house a haunted yet peaceful vibe.

      The wind glides through the massive willow tree in the front yard, giving off a sweet rustling tune as William and I take the front steps up to the porch and ring the doorbell.

      I note the protected enchantments humming around the black metal door. I run my hand just above them, feeling their strength. I whistle and shake out my hands to get the feeling of spiderwebs off me.

      “Wow, someone really splurged on some high-powered protective barriers. I’ve never felt anything like these.”

      The door opens and the most beautiful female I’ve ever seen stands in the doorway. She is tall. I have to look up to see her face. And what a face it is.

      Her complexion is pale with iridescent undertones, shining in the muted light. Cornflower blue eyes look down at me and warm, unleashing a smile across her full rose petal lips. The wind that had been singing through the willow tree gently lifts her waist length strawberry blond hair around her.

      I can’t help but be in awe.

      “Hello, Adeline Montgomery and William Flynn. My name is Aisling and you are welcome in my home.”

      I feel the thrumming of the enchantments recede at her words as she steps back and beckons us inside. I feel the barrier’s warm caress as I walk through and into the beautiful banshee’s home.

      Aisling leads us to a living room decorated with soft gray couches covered in pillows and throws of varying shades of cream. An exposed pine beam wrapped in dangling eucalyptus runs the length of the ceiling and a fireplace composed of smooth river rocks takes up the far corner. A coffee table made of white quartz crystals is the centerpiece. The whole aesthetic has me relaxing as I sink into one of the couches.

      So this is immortal boho-chic.

      I love it.

      “Can I get you anything to drink?”

      William and I shake our heads.

      “No, thank you. We don’t want to put you out anymore than we already are. Celeste said you have information for us?”

      I watch Aisling as she sits on the very edge of the couch across from me. I look over at William. The warmth of jealously fills me as I watch him watch Aisling.

      He seems to take in every detail of the banshee.

      My fingers curl into fists, then I inwardly shake myself.

      I don’t care.

      I don’t care.

      I fucking care.

      William’s surprisingly stern voice interrupts my inner turmoil.

      “Celeste told us you have information. However, she didn’t tell us how you got it.”

      Aisling smiles tightly.

      “Would you like to know?”

      He sits forward and holds her stare. I realize there is no heat in it like there is when he and I look at each other.

      Just cold attentiveness.

      He nods his head once.

      “Well, Mr. Flynn, I am working as a double agent. My allegiance is to the Raedans, but I am also working with the Vromik. Strictly for the purpose of gathering information that we may use against them.”

      “A banshee who is blood-sworn to Death also ties herself with the Raedans and endangers her life be getting tangled up with the Vromik. Why?”

      Aisling blinks her beautiful, swirling blue eyes at him.

      “Why?”

      “Yeah. Why? I have come across a few banshees in my time and not only have they been reclusive, they have also been completely withdrawn from everything outside of what Death orders them to do. Why do you care, and why are you willing to risk yourself? Seems like you’d get more lives for your box by tricking us than by tricking them.”

      Aisling purses her lips and her hands ball into fists in her lap. The air seems to get thinner, and I notice a glowing white tattoo on her hand and forearm. The intricate lines cross this way and that, seeming to pulsate with her heartbeat like a living, breathing spiderweb. Slowly, she leans towards William.

      “I understand your caution, but I will not tolerate you questioning my honor. You are right, I am risking a lot, and my reasons are my own. You can either listen to what I have to tell you or you can get the hell out of my house.”

      I watch as Aisling reins herself back in.

      Can we trust her?

      Celeste seems to think so.

      But then again, who the hell is Celeste anyway?

      Do I trust either of them?

      What choice do I have?

      I need both of them if I'm going to get my powers back and stay hidden from the Vromik.

      “I apologize on William’s behalf. We haven’t exactly had the best of luck with other immortals lately. We appreciate your help.”

      William stares at me dumbfounded for a moment, then looks at Aisling.

      “Adeline is right. I apologize. Please tell us what you’ve learned.”

      Aisling leans back into the oversized cushions of the couch. She is the picture of relaxation as her shoulders round and her gaze turns warm once more.

      “Where should I start? The Vromik have been hard at work finding the other two goddesses for the Morrigan’s uprising.”

      “So it’s true. Badb really has been freed,” I whisper.

      “Oh yes, she’s taken over now. You managed to throw a pretty big wrench in her plans by resurrecting though.”

      I look at William and am taken aback to see that he is already looking at me. This is it. We are going to find out exactly how I fit into making the Morrigan real once more.

      “What do they… I mean, how do they plan on using me for the Morrigan?”

      Aisling sits forward, compassion radiating from her cornflower eyes.

      “Oh sweetie, they don’t want you because you can help. They want you because you are perhaps the only thing that can destroy the goddess they are working so hard to bring into power.”

      A gasp escapes me. I can’t help but look at William, the one who has become my sense of safety overnight. I find my eyes bulging, my mouth open wide. A thought rises above my shock, and I turn my attention away from the confused werewolf and back to Aisling.

      “It’s because of my grandmother’s prophecy. I am destined to become the most powerful necromancer the covens have ever seen.”

      “Precisely. The Queen of the Dead. The witch with enough power to tip the scales and vanquish the Morrigan, Phantom Queen, for all eternity.”

      I can’t believe it.

      All this time, I had thought they wanted to use me in some way. When in actuality, the Vromik were trying to get rid of me because they believe I'm a threat.

      Me.

      I break out into a cold sweat.

      I am the powerful force that the universe had put here to thwart a goddess?

      As if.

      “B-but I can’t even raise a recently deceased person, much less take on a freaking Phantom Queen! What is the second option? Surely someone has come up with a Plan B?!”

      Wiliam slips his hand into mine and squeezes. The gesture is both comforting and endearing.

      Neither of which I want right now.

      I gently free my hand and focus on making my breathing return to normal.

      Aisling smiles sadly at me.

      “My dear, you are young, but so strong. Look at all you have gone through. All you have lost. Only to come back to us when we need you the most. You will come into your powers, you will overcome any obstacles the Vromik put in your way.”

      “They did put an obstacle in my way. And I fucking died.”

      I can’t help the rage that spills from my mouth as my body quakes.

      “As for all I’ve gone through? I'm guessing you know, because of your time with the Vromik. Were you a part of the trackers they used to hunt my family down? How about the ones who watched while my grandmother was tortured? Could you have saved my family and me from the years of torment, or was your precious double agent status worth more?!”

      I don’t know when I started yelling, but it feels good. I stand, and William stands with me. He isn’t trying to hold me anymore, but he has a hand on my shoulder. I don’t know if it is to comfort me or to hold me back in case I lunge.

      Aisling stays seated but raises her hands in surrender.

      “I swear I did not know of you until after they had killed you. I am in the Vromik’s confidence, but I don’t work for them. Different members come to me selling or looking for artifacts. I buy all that could present a threat to our cause and have them chasing dead ends when what they are looking for is too powerful. I am not proud of it, but it is a necessary evil to gain their trust. I know what it’s like to fear for your life and would never leave a child to that fate if I could help them.”

      I feel myself begin to calm.

      I'm not mad at Aisling, not really.

      I put my hand over William’s at my shoulder and sit, settling back into the couch next to him.

      “I guess being one of Death’s banshees makes dying an occupational hazard. I'm sorry for raising my voice. This is all just very overwhelming.”

      “I completely understand and it’s ok. As for the hazards of banshee work, it is mostly uneventful. I was speaking of the time before I became what I am today.”

      I can’t help but look at her in confusion.

      “You mean you weren’t always a banshee?”

      Aisling laughs, a delicate tinkling of bells.

      “No, I was made a banshee after my death. I was born fae.”

      I take in Aisling's ethereal beauty.

      That explains a lot.

      Aisling’s smile fades and her eyes grow distant. The glowing tattoos going up her arms begin to rapidly pulse, their white glow burning my eyes.

      “Death is on the prowl. I must hurry; he will summon me soon. I know where Macha, the goddess of battle and sovereignty, is imprisoned and I know how to free her. Unfortunately, so do the Vromik.”
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      William

      I do my best to conceal my shock.

      All this time I’d thought I was keeping part of the puzzle to resurrecting the Morrigan. But in reality, I have been protecting the very one who could bring the bitch to justice.

      I have to get her to the compound.

      The pack has a few witch allies that might be able to guide and help her with her powers.

      The powers I had bound and have kept her from strengthening.

      I can’t help the flinch that comes with that thought.

      How the hell am I going to tell her?

      I can’t lie to her.

      I owe her that much.

      I just have to get her to safety first.

      Then I’ll tell her.

      She will hate me.

      Then she will go off to face one of the biggest evils this earth has ever known.

      I growl and both females look at me, but I'm too busy choking on realization to care.

      What if something happens to her?

      I can’t let her go.

      “Will?”

      I look down at her hand as it covers my own.

      “You ok, big guy?”

      I trail my gaze from her hand up to her eyes. She has already been through so much. She deserves to have some peace.

      There has to be another way.

      “I'm fine, sweetheart. Just a lot to take in.”

      Red colors her cheeks at the endearment I couldn’t help but say and she nods.

      I did that to her.

      I would take on the entire world to keep her safe.

      Aisling clears her throat. I look over to find her smiling at the both of us.

      “Where can we find Macha?”

      Aisling purses her lips at the mention of the goddess and is all business once more.

      “She is within an ancient ash tree on the Achill Isle of Ireland. The tree keeps her in a weakened state by feeding on her and forcing Macha to relive all of her past lives.”

      “Past lives? Meaning she isn’t just immortal?”

      “She is, but where our bodies are immortal and our souls are tied to the heavens, hers are not. She was cursed to live many lives, in many different bodies. Macha would die, then come back to consciousness once a new body reached adulthood. Only to see a gruesome end over and over.”

      “Sounds fucking terrible.”

      Aisling laughs. “I have no doubt that it was. But I can’t bring myself to feel much sympathy for her. She is also the reason the Vromik have been abducting and killing werewolves.”

      My entire body straightens like it’s hit a live wire.

      This is it.

      I'm finally going to know why the Vromik took my brother from me.

      “Tell me.”

      “Have you heard the tale of the MacFarland werewolf princess and the water horse who fell in love with her?”

      “I recall my mother telling me the story as a pup. I don’t remember much other than the names, though.”

      “MacFarland werewolf clan ruled over the other clans many centuries ago. Vanya MacFarland was their princess. She is rumored to have been one of the most beautiful immortals to walk this earth. Her beauty caught the eye of a Greek water horse shifter named Draven while she strolled the Achill Isle shore one evening. It was love at first sight for the both of them. Draven asked Vanya’s father for her hand in marriage. The king was so taken with his daughter’s happiness that he gave his blessing. But before they could wed, Draven unwillingly gained Macha’s interest. She had a powerful army, but required even more bodies in her ranks to defeat a nearby kingdom of humans. She approached Draven with an offer of marriage and power. Draven refused her. Macha was not accustomed to being turned down. To say that she did not take it well is an understatement. She followed Draven and discovered his love for Vanya. Macha waited in the shadows by the MacFarland keep one evening and captured Vanya, who had just swam with Draven in the sea. She buried Vanya alive in an enchanted trunk on the seafloor using an impenetrable lock. Then, she cursed Draven to swim to his love’s watery grave every full moon. He was forced to hear Vanya’s screams as she drowned, just to be brought back to life by her immortality again and again.”

      “How awful.” I say.

      “So it isn’t just a story? The MacFarland princess is really trapped? Has been tortured like that for centuries?”

      Aisling gives a small nod.

      “The MacFarland’s were a proud clan; they wouldn’t have let something like that be.”

      “Oh, they didn’t. They went on to be the founding members of the Raedan. Over the years, they gathered other mythos from all species to their cause. And when the Morrigan rose, they were the ones that caused her to fall. The MacFarland’s are the ones who imprisoned Macha, and they used their blood to do so.”

      My eyebrows shoot up.

      “So it is MacFarland blood that will free her. That’s why the Vromik are taking wolves. They are trying to find those that carry MacFarland blood.”

      “Precisely.”

      A whoosh of air leaves my lungs. The Gheara Pack is a blend of families originating across the world. The MacFarlands chose isolation long ago and fell out of contact. They have even been rumored to have died out, but there are those in my pack that carry their blood.

      I quickly rise from my seat.

      “I have to call Connall, my alpha. He needs to know so we can begin refortifying the pack grounds and call everyone back from the field.”

      “Sit down, William. The Vromik have already found a wolf from your pack with MacFarland blood.”

      I rock on my feet.

      “The blood wasn’t strong enough. They now know that only a true MacFarland will be able to break Macha free.”

      “Vanya,” I breathe.

      “Yes. They need her. Right now, they are looking for ways to free her. But I already have the answer. The Hand of Glory.”

      I give an exasperated laugh and plop back down on the couch.

      “Every immortal thief on this planet has been in pursuit of the relic quoted to ‘unlock any and all’. How are we going to find it?”

      “I already have.”

      I can’t help the smile that creeps up.

      I'm beginning to like this banshee.

      “Where is it?”

      “A ghost named Merrick has it. He has agreed to help, for a price. He’s on his way to the Gheara compound as we speak.”

      I don’t like that Aisling isn't telling me what this ghost wants in return. Something tells me it isn’t a ‘thank you’ card.

      I don’t let silence fill the room to make her uncomfortable. My tact left long ago.

      “What does he want?” I bluntly ask.

      “That isn’t for me to say, William. He has what we need. The very thing that will not only help us prevent the Vromik from releasing Macha, but will also free Vanya MacFarland from her torment. He has requested to speak only with Adeline to make a deal.”

      “Fuck that. If he wants to make a deal, he will do it in my presence. For all we know, he could be working with Badb to get her.”

      “I’ll do it.”

      I stand and tower over her.

      “We don’t know who this ghost is or what he wants; it—“

      “I don’t care, Will. We need the Hand of Glory, and Merrick has it. That means the ball is in my court. I’ll talk to him and see what he wants. Bottom line, we need him.”

      I snap my mouth shut.

      A faint hum cuts through the air, and Aisling is on her feet.

      “Apologies, but I must see you out now. Death is calling.”

      I glare down at her, and she glares right back.

      She pushes past me to follow Aisling, and I let her. Aisling wishes us luck, then we get back on the road. Minutes pass in silence, with me glaring through the windshield. I pull into a shaded country rest area and park my truck.

      “You aren’t talking to him without me.”

      “Says who?”

      I clench my teeth.

      “Addie, the Vromik will do anything to get their hands on you. Is it really so far-fetched to think they would send an assassin claiming to have all the answers, just to get you alone?”

      Her lips thin.

      “I get where you are coming from Will, I really do. I appreciate it. But you can’t protect me from everything. We need Merrick on our side, so I will talk to him. It will be at the compound and you can be on the other side of the door the whole time.”

      Not all, but some of the tension leaves my body.

      I still don’t like it, but Adeline is right.

      We need Merrick.

      And I will make sure to be within ass kicking distance if the little shit tries anything. I look over at Addie. She’s looking right back.

      There is so much stress and chaos surrounding us, but at this moment, I feel content. I reach for her hand.

      Mine.

      For once, I don’t fight it.

      I know.

      She is mine.

      I lean over and bring my forehead to hers.

      We both close our eyes and let ourselves feel the connection that is all ours.

      This is what home feels like.

      I pull back first.

      I can’t help but notice her stare or how intent it is on my lips. I growl when her tongue darts out over her bottom lip.

      She’s readying herself for me.

      That is all it takes to shatter my control.

      I take her mouth with a ferocity that has us both moaning and pin her against the passenger door. I feel Adeline’s fingers in my hair, pulling me closer.

      It makes me hard and ready in an instant for her.

      I don’t know how long we continue the searing kiss.

      Only that I never want it to end.

      Without breaking the kiss, I grab her by the arms and drape her across me. I slowly trail my fingers down her neck and across her collarbone.

      She moans and arches her back to me, gently sinking her nails into my shoulders. A growl comes from deep within my chest, which earns a shudder from Adeline and more pressure from her grip on me.

      I trace the side of one breast and then under. I make slow circles around and around until I feel her stiff little nipple.

      The whimper she elicits from my touch turns to a gasped cry as I firmly roll it back and forth between my thumb and index finger. I tighten the arm I have around her and turn my attentions to her other breast.

      She writhes against me, over me. I have to make a conscious effort not to thrust my hips up as she pushes down over me. Our kiss grows more carnal and urgent, tongues and teeth clashing against each other.

      Adeline finds my hand on her breast and forces me to squeeze harder, earning another growl and bruising grip on her hip as I fight with everything I have to stay in control.
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Adeline

      Heat.

      So much freaking heat.

      I drape myself across William’s lap, grinding my ass into him and practically melting into his hands.

      His tongue started slow and deliberate, but his pace grows and grows until he is practically devouring me. Every touch, every lick, is like a claiming.

      When he cups my breast and pinches my nipple, I nearly come undone. His kiss and tentative hands are showing me more sexual pleasure than I’ve ever experienced.

      I feel my nails sink into his skin as I pull myself even closer.

      I need more.

      I let go of him, only to trail my hands down his chest.

      William releases my mouth to nip at my ear while I whimper and continue my perusal of his hard body. I find the hem of his shirt and pull it higher.

      He breaks our kiss and pulls his shirt off, then sets back into my mouth. His hair falls forward and tickles the sides of my face. I run my fingers through it, weaving them through the thick hair at the base of his neck.

      Will shudders and tenses a moment before picking me up and sitting me down hard on top of him so we are face to face. I look at him and gasp at the wild desperation in his eyes. I keep his gaze captured in mine, then use my knees to rise off him.

      I slowly come back down and move over his length. I rise up again and grind myself down on him once more. We both give shuttered gasps. His hold on my hips turns bruising as he pushes me forward over his erection.

      Again I rise up and come down over him. I feel a delicious tension build up inside me as moisture spreads from my core, wanting to soak him.

      To feel him inside me.

      I lean forward and take his bottom lip in my teeth, biting down.

      He surges up with a moan while pulling me down hard on him.

      I want him.

      I release his lip, my fingers finding the button of his jeans. I unbutton it and am moving for the zipper, but William lifts me and sits me down away from him.

      We are both breathing heavily as we look at each other from across the truck. Claws tip his fingers as he clenches and unclenches his hands. His glowing light blue eyes keep darting over my body and face.

      I know he is struggling to keep control of himself.

      Know that he is at war in his mind over wanting me.

      But William does want me.

      I know it; he knows it.

      So why is he so conflicted over me?

      I don’t understand.

      The fog of lust is dissipating, leaving me sexually frustrated and even more confused.

      Will gets out of the truck and pulls his shirt on. I watch in silence as he paces back and forth in front of the truck. He keeps running his fingers through his hair, taking deep breaths, and glancing at me.

      My brows draw together as I watch him fight against us.

      What the fuck is happening?

      Why is he so opposed to wanting me?

      Even now, as conflicted as he is, he can’t help but look at me.

      William is always looking at me.

      I’ve even caught him a few times with his hand partially extended, like he is going to touch me, only to let it fall back to his side. William is protective of me as well. He is even willing to risk the deal with Merrick for my safety. As if those reasons aren’t enough to convince me, these situations with us keep happening out of nowhere.

      We, as in both him and I, just lunge for each other.

      There is a genuine connection between us. I feel it grow deeper and deeper with each passing moment.

      So why is he fighting it?

      I shake my head, then let it drop against the seat.

      I can’t deal with this right now. Too much is at stake, as in the fate of the world at stake. I can’t keep opening myself up to get hurt. William is conflicted, and that is his right. But I'm not going to keep letting him string me along.

      All the years of fear and pain have taught me one beautiful thing: how to turn my emotions off.

      His rejection hurts.

      His hot and cold behavior confuses me.

      No more.

      I file my feelings for William in a box and lock it away, deep in my mind.
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      William

      The feel of Adeline’s body against mine was utter bliss. Her kiss ignited something within me I couldn’t help but explore. I had truly believed that I could keep myself under control. That I could just enjoy the kiss, then pull away. But then the smell of her arousal hit me with the force of a semi and sent my hard won control out the door.

      My wolf came to the fore, ready to see if that arousal tasted as sweet as I’ve imagined. I wanted to sink into her and claim her as mine.

      I snap my teeth together and redouble my pacing.

      It can’t happen.

      I know that.

      So why do I keep giving in?

      I have never been a slave to my libido before, have always been able to put business before pleasure. Why can’t I do that now with her?

      Because she’s my fucking soulmate.

      She is.

      And I'm lying to her.

      I stop pacing.

      Enough is enough. I can’t keep doing this to us. I have to tell her.

      How is she going to take it?

      Will she let me get her to the safety of my pack or will she try to flee as soon as I tell her? How will she take the news that I have been lying to her this whole time? That I am knowingly making her vulnerable, while randomly seducing her and taking us both to the point of arousal just to grow a conscious and distance myself?

      I am fucking better than this.

      She deserves better than this.

      I'm being selfish by keeping her close to me when I should’ve been transparent and let her decide on whether to forgive me. I hang my head and sigh before opening the truck door and getting inside.

      I turn my body towards Adeline and hesitantly look at her. She returns my gaze with a stoic one. Her entire demeanor has changed to cold and distant. It is an unsettling contrast to the sultry vixen I just held against me.

      I feel as if I’ve taken a hit to the stomach.

      I'm hurting her.

      I have been so worried about hurting her with the truth that I didn’t see what I was doing. I am already hurting her by letting us get closer, while also pushing her away.

      It has to stop.

      “Adeline, we need to talk. I need to tell you something and all I ask is that you hear me out. Remember at the hotel room when you said you knew I was—.”

      “I don’t need to know, William.”

      I jerk my head back and to the side. She looks away from me and out through the windshield. I have hurt her worse than I thought. She is turning away from me.

      Already.

      Without even knowing what I’ve done.

      I rub a hand over my mouth. If she is reacting this way now… what will she do when she knows the truth about her powers? I feel her slipping away from me.

      I have thought of the possibility long before this, but now that I'm seeing it in action, it’s killing me.

      I freeze.

      I'm losing her.

      Still, this has to be a turning point for us. I have to tell her, then I will fight to regain her affections. Resolved in my decision, I try again.

      “I know you’re upset, but I need you to hear me. I know why your powers—.”

      Screaming metal interrupts me as hail the size of a bowling ball pelts my truck.

      I grab Adeline and cover her with as much of me as possible. Glass from the windshield and windows caves in on us.

      Ice comes at us from all sides of the truck. Adeline screams and clutches my chest. I lock my jaw against the pain of my arms and back being cut to ribbons by glass and ice shards.

      There is a pause in the onslaught.

      I take full advantage.

      I kick the crushed driver’s side door off its hinges and pick Addie up in my arms. Then I take off for the wooded area surrounding the rest stop.

      A group of demons block our escape.

      I stop and glare at them while counting how many I have to get through. The count gets to fifteen before my eyes divert to the one who steps forward. He has eyes only for Adeline. The street light shines over his dark skin and long, midnight hued hair that falls in a braid over his shoulder. His lean frame is tall, his stature showing that this isn’t his first fight.

      “Adeline Montgomery, we have been looking for you.”

      A glint shines in the solid cerulean pools of his eyes.

      “Though, we didn’t expect to see quite so much. Did we? Perhaps we will have to have a sample before giving you over to Badb.”

      He turns to his group, curling his lip briefly as they snicker. I feel Adeline stiffen in my arms.

      They saw her.

      Us.

      The thought of anyone but me seeing her like that makes my blood boil and my wolf rise up.

      They think to take her from me?

      To hurt her?

      I welcome my wolf gladly this time.

      I gently set Adeline on her feet and tip her chin up to look at me.

      She gasps when she sees the blue glow in my eyes.

      I feel my canines lengthening, my claws growing as my form grows.

      “Run, Addie.”
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Adeline

      Even with danger at my heels, I can’t help but stare at Will. It is still him, but the change is coming on fast. His features are becoming harsher, his body taller and wider.

      I look over at the demons.

      Too many.

      There are too many of them for him to face alone.

      The one that had spoken takes a few steps forward. William lets out a guttural roar. He jerks my head to me.

      “I said run! I will fight them off.”

      I shake my head and stand my ground.

      “There are too many.”

      Cursing, he whispers through his fangs.

      I recognize it as a summoning but can’t make out the words. The air splits in front of us and out comes an irate-looking male.

      “Dammit, Will! This had better be fucking good!”

      He is tall and as built as William, with tanned skin and spiked light blond hair. His green eyes are narrowed as he comes through the portal, but quickly widen as he takes in Will’s half changed form.

      “Torstan, get her out of here.”

      With that order, he charges forward.

      His body sprouts chestnut fur, his face elongating into a snout. He snaps his teeth as he plows into the first demon that dared to meet him on the front line.

      I start forward. To do what, I have no idea.

      I only know that I can’t leave him to face this.

      William’s friend grabs my arm.

      “No way, lady. Will’s got this and I’ll back him up. But first we are getting you out of here.”

      I rip my arm away before he can ebb me.

      “I'm not leaving him!”

      Torstan throws his head back, cursing at the sky, then studies me for a moment. I grit my teeth and snarl, knowing that he is probably questioning whether he should force me to ebb away with him. Some mythos can use the inner weavings of the universe to go from one place to the next in seconds. The idea of ebbing has always fascinated me, but I'm not interested at the moment.

      I fist my hands at my sides, jutting my chin out.

      I won’t let him take me.

      Torstan seems to read it on my face because he pulls me to the only other vehicle in the rest area.

      It is a rusty Jeep Wrangler with the driver’s side window halfway down. Torstan reaches in and unlocks the door, then hauls me inside.

      “Pack land is less than ten minutes north on this road. If it starts looking like we aren’t going to make it, start running.”

      I sputter as he slams the door, then watch as the earth begins to shake with each of his steps towards the fight. The water demons notice too. The quaking reaches the fray and starts throwing them off balance.

      Will is making quick work of them, taking advantage of the distraction. I can’t tear my eyes from him. He is so brutal in his attacks.

      Tearing limbs and ripping out jugulars while taking the onslaught of hits like they are nothing. I can’t leave him. I notice a figure appear in the shadows of the trees.

      A female.

      She appears bored as she takes in the fight, glancing from one being to another. Then her eyes meet mine and we both stiffen. She radiates tension as she seems to study my face. I take her in as well.

      I can’t see much, just pale skin and a flicker of warm brown hair with eyes flashing deep blue one minute, then black the other.

      Vampire.

      My blood boils.

      My only interaction with vampires was when one had tried to rip my throat out as a little girl.

      I hadn’t been impressed.

      William’s roar startles me.

      I whip my head to him in time to see his entire body engulfed in an orb of water.

      They’re drowning him!

      I fling the door open and start running towards him. Torstan beats me to him, sending earth and gravel flying up and through the water to pull him out.

      Demons swarm both of them, but William meets them head on while Torstan pushes them back with the earth gusting around him. I stop and marvel. They are winning.

      I watch as the dwindling number of demons realize the same thing and begin ebbing away. Will settles himself, then looks at me. His form shifts and I see him re-emerge from the ten foot tall werewolf he had been just minutes before. And glory to the gods, he is naked. I feel my gaze trailing of its on accord from his stacked abs down to… I jerk my gaze to his and blush when I hear him chuckle.

      My cheeks redden further when I notice Torstan looking between us with an amused smirk.

      “First female you bring around me in centuries and this is how you introduce us? A touch dramatic, don’t you think?”

      I bristle at the thought of another female but then realize how ridiculous it is.

      Will isn’t mine.

      And even if he was the term ‘centuries’ negates any jealousy.

      At least that’s what I tell myself.

      William shakes his head and walks to the crunched up metal mass that used to be his truck. He reaches through an opening and fishes out a pair of black gym shorts. He turns to me once he is clothed.

      Anger radiates from him as he approaches, rolling off of him in waves. I start to take a step back, but my own anger rushes up to meet his.

      I hold my ground.

      “I told you to run.”

      “Yeah, I know. But then I decided I’d rather stay and watch you get smacked around a bit.”

      Torstan’s laugh seems to rattle William because his glare is redirected to his friend.

      “And you, why the fuck didn’t you ebb her away?”

      “Because she’s being tracked. I didn’t think ebbing her away to a remote location alone just to be nabbed by whoever has a trace on her would be wise.”

      Torstan regains his smile and adds, “And you clearly needed my help from an inevitable water demon smack down.”

      Will snarls, which only makes Torstan and I smile wider.

      “She can’t be traced; she has a cloaking ring on.”

      I still just as he tenses up.

      All humor gone, I look at him.

      “Which means the Vromik know I'm with you. That’s how those demons found us. They had someone scry for you.”

      I jump as the silence is suddenly filled with William cursing and walking back to his truck. He grabs his duffle that has somehow made it through the destruction and then tears the license plates off of his truck. I give him a puzzled look as he moves closer to the tree line, motioning for me to do the same.

      “Torstan, will you do the honors?”

      Torstan salutes him. Then I feel the ground begin to shake. I watch, fully entranced, as the earth shifts and swirls around the truck like water. Slowly, the truck sinks into the ground, completely disappearing from view.

      I have never seen anything like it.

      I feel the surface shudder, then smooth itself out before going still once more. I start giggling. I let the joy fill me up and can’t help it as I bounce on my tiptoes and clap.

      “That was amazing!”

      Torstan laughs too, and Will’s eyes twinkle as he gives me a genuine smile. It takes my breath away. All the feelings I had locked away come rising to the surface and slam into me.

      That smile.

      I find myself dreamily smiling back at him. I don’t know how long we stand like that. Apparently, long enough to make Torstan feel uncomfortable. He clears his throat, making us break our stare. I cross my arms over my chest and blush.

      “So… now what?”

      Will sighs and runs his hand over the back of his head.

      “Now we have Torstan ebb us to the compound. We either have a traitor in our ranks or the Vromik just got lucky in spotting us. Either way, I'm being tracked now, and until we get through my home’s protective barriers, we’re sitting ducks.”

      I feel a breeze behind me just as a hand closes over my throat. I am shoved up against someone as my neck is forcefully pulled to the side. I can’t help the yelp that comes from the pain.

      “No offense meant little one, but I need you in order to get my friend back.”

      The voice is female, soft and lilting with the faint trace of an Italian accent. Her hold prevents me from turning my head, but my eyes are able to find Will. His eyes are glowing, a growl rumbling through his chest as he starts towards me. The hand tightens around my neck.

      “Careful. No one has to get hurt, William. I just want Sebastian back.”

      I see him stop about ten feet away from us.

      “What the fuck are you talking about, bloodsucker?”

      I stiffen. It is the female I saw in the woods when the fight broke out. I start sweating, fighting for calm.

      I'm completely vulnerable, just like I had been when I was a child. I try to control my already restricted breathing as the vampire speaks.

      “Your alpha imprisoned him. I want him back. Him for her. You know where to find me.”

      “Roxana, if you hurt her…”

      I feel like I'm falling as everything goes black.
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      William

      She’s gone.

      I roar and lunge to get to her, but it’s too late. Roxana ebbs her before I can erase the distance between us. I smash my fists into the ground where she had just been and howl. I feel Torstan hesitantly approach.

      “Will, it’s gonna be alright, ok? Obviously something has gone down that we don’t know about. Roxana told you she just wants Sebastian back. Your clans have had peace for too long for her to throw it all away by hurting your mate. Let’s get you to pack land so you can talk to Connall.”

      I hang my head in my hands.

      “She’s not my mate, Torstan. She can’t be after what I’ve done to her.”

      “Ah, hey man, you know I can see auras, right? Yours and hers are practically begging to merge.”

      I stare at the ground.

      Has she been feeling as drawn to me as I am to her?

      I know she’s attracted to me, but can her pull to me be soul deep as well?

      Werewolves are very in tune with our instincts, so it is easy for me to make the connection that she is my mate.

      Are witches the same?

      Another thought comes, knocking the air from my lungs.

      “She could have saved herself from Roxana. But I betrayed her. Just like she could have knocked all those water demons on their asses if I had just trusted her.”

      I punch the ground in earnest now, gravel cutting my knuckles as the earth gives way beneath me. But it isn’t enough to quell the self-hatred that consumes me.

      My blood mixing with the dirt is what makes me pause. It reminds me of when she came up from the ground and made me feel alive again. I feel Torstan touch my shoulder.

      “I'm not sure what’s gone on between the two of you, but what I do know is that finding your mate is something so rare, it’s only become believable in stories. You’ll get her back and things will be put right. First, we have to get to Connall. Let me take you to the compound. Clean up and get your head right. This will all work itself out.”

      “Since when did you become so fucking positive?”

      “Don’t you know I'm a hopeless romantic?”

      I look up at him in time to see him wiggling his eyebrows.

      “At least that’s what I tell the ladies.”

      Torstan snickers and holds out his hand. I accept it, pulling myself to my feet.

      I'm going to get Adeline back.
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      Adeline

      I come to slowly and peek out from under my lashes as subtly as possible. I'm in a lavish sitting room, complete with black marble, white veined floors. Crushed velvet brushes my cheek as I stir against a sofa long enough for me to stretch out on.

      I'm getting really tired of passing out and waking up in strange places.

      “Let me guess; that was your first time being ebbed away by a vampire.”

      I try to keep my body relaxed, but when I hear a soft chuckle, I know I'm not fooling her. Slowly, I push myself up into a sitting position and warily eye the vampire sitting directly across from me in an overly ornate, high-backed chair.

      I fist my hands at my sides, readying to call my magic and fling the vampire across the room so I can make a run for it. But then my mind catches up with reality and all the bravado leaves in a long sigh as my shoulders hunch.

      Fuck me.

      If I had my powers, this bitch gloating across from me wouldn’t have had a chance.

      Alas, I'm powerless.

      Defeated.

      Weak as a fucking kitten.

      My physical strength is more than a human’s, but I'm definitely not even in the realm of being a match to most other mythos. The vamp can do what she wants with me.

      And she knows it.

      I'm so tired of feeling helpless.

      Exhausted of being afraid.

      My eyes go cold. I know I can’t win, but that doesn’t mean I’ll allow myself to be afraid. I can control two things in this scenario. My emotions and actions. Might sound cheesy as hell, but I’d rather meet a beat down with squared shoulders and a bored look than cowering and begging.

      My fists clench again. Instead of seeking magic this time, I'm rallying my nerve and schooling my face. Slowly, when I'm ready, I stare into the vampire’s eyes.

      She studies me for a long time, then smiles.

      “Good. For a second there, I was worried I had a crier on my hands.”

      Narrowed eyes are my only response. She smiles wider, exposing her fangs. I know those canines, just slightly longer than mine at the moment, can grow in length and easily rip my throat out in an instant.

      Or snap my collarbone, as had been the case when I was younger.

      “So…” My voice scratches, and I have to clear my throat against the dryness in my mouth. “Where do we go from here?”

      The vampire leans forward, clasping her hands together, her elbows resting on her knees.

      “Within the hour, I will take you to the Gheara compound. I trade you for Sebastian, and then we go our separate ways.”

      “And what makes you think the alpha will trade me for a vampire he has imprisoned?”

      “Because I saw the way William looks at you, the way he began shifting at the sight of you in danger. He will convince his alpha, Connall, by the way, to save you.”

      I feel a blush creep up my neck. He had looked like he was on the verge of losing it just before I’d vanished. On the heels of that thought comes another.

      What if they imprisoned this Sebastian guy for a reason? Am I willing to save myself just so some monster can be set free? I eye the crystal lamp sitting on an end table beside the couch.

      How hard would one have to hit a vampire over the head to render them conscious?

      Hmmm….

      The vampire in question tenses a second before the door to the room is opened. In walks a petite female with a warm smile.

      “Roxana, out of all your reckless undertakings, this has to be my favorite.”

      Roxana rolls her eyes at the female, then stands to face her.

      “Well, if it isn’t Dorian’s latest little stalker. Are you going to go tattle on me now, Maeve? Might earn you a few brownie points with the boss.”

      Maeve’s smile doesn’t falter. Instead, she gently closes the door and comes to sit next to me.

      I shift my body on the couch so I can fully face her. My guard stays up as I study her. Maeve keeps her eyes on me while continuing to address Roxana.

      “I thought I’d give you the chance to tell him. Besides, I need to speak with Adeline anyway.”

      Maeve glances at Roxana with raised brows.

      “Alone.”

      For a moment, I wonder if Roxana might pummel this newcomer for dismissing her so casually. I can tell by her posture that she is seriously considering it. Seconds pass by until Roxana purses her lips, turns on her heel, and leaves the room. As the door slams, I turn my attention back to Maeve with renewed curiosity.

      Who is this lady?

      Roxana doesn’t seem like the type to take shit from anyone.

      Maeve is beautiful, but that isn’t what has me staring. She has an air of mystery about her that is drawing me in like a moth to the flame.

      I’ve never seen eyes the color of true turquoise before. They are cut like slanted gems into a heart-shaped, amaretto face. I feel the tension leave my shoulders as a smile stretches uncomfortably across my dry lips.

      For what seems like the first time in ever, I feel at peace. Which is weird, considering I’ve just been abducted by vampires, am on the run from the Vromik, and so very recently attacked by water demons. As my sluggish mind draws attention to these thoughts, it’s almost like a wave crashes through them and pulls them out to sea.

      Forgotten.

      I once again relax my mind and dazedly smile into the distance. A breeze engulfs us, causing Maeve’s cotton candy colored hair to float around her. I close my eyes and sigh. I hear Maeve’s twinkling laughter as the breeze eases, then leaves.

      “My apologies, Adeline; I was only trying to relax you. But you seem to be drifting to sleep on me.”

      “Hmmm?”

      It occurs to me that I'm barely able to hold my head up. The satiny cushion of the couch feels so inviting. Borderline enthralling as I blearily watch my nails make trails on either side, tracing the outline of my thighs through hooded eyes.

      I hear Maeve giggle again.

      “I didn’t take into consideration that you don’t have your magic to dull the effect of my lull. You won’t be here for much longer and there are things I must discuss with you. Sorry about this.”

      I am about to ask what a ‘lull’ is and why she keeps apologizing, but before I can utter a word, my head is wrenched to the side. The sting of the slap brings everything back into focus as my cheek begins to swell.

      I jump up from the couch, blood boiling and mind clear. I glare at the pastel tressed being that could have just slit my throat while I cheered her on.

      “What the fuck?!”

      Maeve raises both her hands in surrender.

      “Again, I apologize. I was just trying to ease your nerves so we could talk. I didn’t realize the pull of my lull would be so strong on you.”

      I reflexively flex my fingers at my sides, cutting off a cry when I realize, once again, that I can’t defend myself. I hang my head and begin counting to ten, fighting back the tears threatening to crest over my eyelids.

      “Please sit with me. I don’t mean you any harm. In fact, I want to help you.”

      I give a bitter laugh, but seeing no other option, I sit.

      “What the hell is that lull thing you just did to me? And while you’re explaining that, maybe you could also tell me what you are?”

      “A lull is a gift given to my kind. With it, we can manipulate the atmosphere and the beings around us to feel what we want. I use mine to erase turmoil and put mythos’ minds at ease. However, I could just as easily feed the turmoil and set the atmospheric conditions to turn it violent, or turn it a different way to make the situation amorous. Nymphs aren’t physically strong, but we can more than hold our own, thanks to our lull.”

      “Could have fooled me.” I say as I rub my tender cheek.

      A nymph.

      I’ve never met one before today, but have definitely been warned about them by my grandmother. They can take the form of a tree, make themselves a ripple in the water, a spark of fire… they are for sure a mythos to be on guard around.

      This one told me not only about the good that she can do but also the bad. It makes me settle towards her, if only a little. But then another aspect of our encounter has me narrowing my eyes at the nymph.

      “How did you know I don’t have my powers?”

      A small smile peaks the corner of Maeve’s mouth.

      “Because I have the ability to float through the mists of this world’s consciousness. I can see the past, present, and the many different pathways that lead to each future. When you resurrected, you stumbled onto a path that I had already been watching. That is why I didn’t warn Dorian of Roxana’s plans. I needed you here. I needed to force William’s hand before it’s too late.”
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      William

      “Damnit, Flynn! I just got in here!”

      I grasp air as Sebastian ebbs through my hands for the third time. I’ve long since given up trying to reason with him and have resorted to force.

      “Why the hell would you choose to be in a cell, Sebastian? And what the fuck did you do to piss off Connall so bad? Last I checked, you two were buddied up looking for some artifact.”

      My question is met with silence, Sebastian choosing to seethe in a corner instead of answering. I tilt my head to crack my neck as I roll my shoulders.

      “Have it your way then.”

      I rush the vampire, then feint left. Sebastian attempts to roll to the right, which is what I planned on. I grab Sebastian’s head with both hands and twist. A sickening pop reverberates through the cell as his neck breaks. He falls face down onto the stone floor.

      “Night night, motherfucker.”

      “I don’t think he can hear the tough talk right now.”

      I turn to find Malek, the pack beta, standing in the open doorway of the cell. His wide, towering frame takes up the entire entryway. I always make very good but brief eye contact with Malek. I don’t want to end up sprawled against the wall for looking at his face for too long.

      Malek has been through some shit.

      Stuff he won’t, or can’t, talk about. Whoever it was, the bastard had made sure the beta would never forget them. The entire side of his face is marred by scars.

      Mutilated.

      His darkly tanned skin and shaved head make them stand out to a menacing degree, like he’s daring someone to say something.

      “We need to get you a bell, my man.”

      I think I see an ever so slight upward curve on one side of Malek’s mouth. That is by far the most emotion I’ve ever seen from him.

      “Connall is waiting in the foyer.”

      “He still pissed?”

      Malek raised one shoulder in a shrug.

      Great.

      The alpha hadn’t exactly been open to the idea of letting Sebastian go. He also wouldn’t explain why he had imprisoned him in the first place.

      I'm worried about him.

      Connall has always been level-headed and rational. But when I returned home, I’d taken one look at him and knew something was off. His usual reserved demeanor is gone, replaced with a quick temper and lust for violence.

      Time to see if Conman will really let me out of the house with this bloodsucker.

      I lift the vampire up in a fireman’s carry and follow Malek up the stairs and out of the basement that doubles as a dungeon.

      When I get to the front doors of the home, I toss Sebastian down on the foyer floor like a rag doll. He’s going to be out for awhile and there is one more thing that I need to take care of. As if on cue, Connall calls to me from the sitting room.

      I follow his voice and walk towards the stone fireplace that takes up the middle of the spacious room. Dark walnut beams make up the ceiling and walls while the floor and fireplace are done in smooth river rock. A large hunter green sectional wraps halfway around the fireplace and a fire roars and crackles in the silence. Connall sits on the sectional, staring into the flames with a lethal expression.

      His midnight hair hangs in disarray just below his shoulders and the black clothes covering his tall, muscled frame are wrinkled. I’ve always teased that he looks like the storybook version of a vampire instead of a werewolf, with his black hair, pale skin, and light eyes. But Connall isn’t just a werewolf; he is more.

      Other.

      The rune etched into his left eye is what gives it away.

      He has magic running in his veins. His mother had been a powerful lycan priestess. She had been gifted with the ability to see into the future, and Connall had inherited it from her. From what I remember of her, she had been a loving female.

      Until her visions had turned her mad.

      “Con, there’s something I need to talk to you about before I go.”

      Never taking his eyes from the fire, Connall addresses me.

      “Does it involve the vampire?”

      I raise my eyebrows.

      “I’d like to know what he did to piss you off so bad.”

      I immediately feel the tension mount in the room as Connall lets out a low growl from deep in his chest.

      “But I’d like to keep my head so, no, that isn’t what I want to talk about.”

      Connall’s scowl stays in place, but the violent prickles of energy biting at my skin die down.

      How the fuck am I going to say this?

      I want to talk about how I'm going to unbind Adeline’s powers with or without your blessing. We’re cool right?

      Nope.

      I clear my throat.

      “I can’t risk Adeline. She’s in too much danger, and I won’t let her be powerless anymore. She could have saved herself from Roxana tonight, but she couldn’t because of what I’ve done to her. I bound her powers in the beginning because I didn’t think it was worth the risk…”

      “It isn’t.”

      I look over to find Connall’s stony stare.

      “It isn’t worth the risk to our pack, to the world, for that matter. We don’t know her. We have been told that she is the savior in all of this, but can we be certain? And even if she is, what if we unbind her powers and she runs from us? She can’t escape the Vromik forever. Without someone to protect her, they will undoubtedly extinguish the threat to their master as quickly as possible, leaving us with no way to fight whatever is coming.”

      “Connall, we have known each other our whole lives. You’re not only my alpha, you’re my family. Please trust me with this. I can’t stand the thought of her being vulnerable anymore. I need to make things right.”

      I watch Connall as his stare goes from unfeeling to wide with disbelief.

      He knows.

      He stands and approaches, not stopping until we are within inches of each other. He searches my eyes and puts a hand on my shoulder.

      “In the centuries you have walked this earth, you have never been willing to risk the pack’s safety. Your Raedan oath commands that you keep the balance and shield the humans from our world… yet you are willing to risk it all by trusting a witch you’ve known for only a few days.”

      I hold Connall’s gaze, only blinking when the rune etched in his cornea flares. It only happens when he receives a vision, and side note, it’s creepy as hell. I hold my breath as Connall’s face blanks and he goes to wherever the fates are projecting him to.

      “Ah. I see. I suspected before, but to actually see it.”

      His light blue eyes come back to focus, and a sly smile breaks the tension.

      “That poor female.”

      My mouth drops. I snap it shut and glare as Connall begins laughing.

      Fucking belly laughing.

      “Shut up.”

      “She must be some sort of saint if the gods saw fit to pair her with you. We need to get her here quickly, so I may offer my condolences.”

      I stare in bafflement for a moment, then laugh and shake my head. The merriment only lasts for a few seconds before the gravity of the situation hits me, killing all signs of happiness with it.

      “She doesn’t know, Connall. And even if she did, once she finds out about the binding I had Celeste do on her, she will never forgive me.”

      The smile leaves Connall’s face, and he squeezes my shoulders.

      “It will work out; just give it time. My vision showed the two of you mated and happy.”

      “Visions aren’t absolute, and you know it. There are too many paths, too many changing variables, to have only one solid future.”

      “You’re right, but the path you are on right now gave me the vision I had.”

      He steps back and moves towards the archway leading to the foyer. He stops just inside the room and looks back at me.

      “I trust you, William. If you think the witch will stand with us in all this, then that is how we will treat the situation.”

      With that, he turns and starts up the stairs, a growl leaving his lips when he passes Sebastian sprawled out on the floor.

      My hand shakes as I bring my other arm up. My claw snicks easily through the leather of the bracelet. I throw it into the fire, thoroughly enjoying the sight of it melting on the flames, and the soft popping noise it gives as the spell dies among the embers.
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      Adeline

      I wait outside the massive metal gate of the Gheara compound. Three vampires flank either side of me. Dorian, the vampire’s leader, stands to my left. He had come barreling into the room just as I felt my magic come back online.

      And just after Maeve had told me that William not only had the ability to give it back this whole time, he had been the one that had taken my magic from me in the first place.

      It is not a good day to be an angry male trying to get in my face.

      Dorian can attest to that.

      I do a sideways glance to make sure he isn’t still bleeding. He clearly feels my eyes on him because he turns slightly towards me and glares down with eyes so pale brown they almost glow gold. I sigh.

      “Look Dorian, we’ve been over this. I would apologize, but I was a hostage in your home and you tried to come at me in your sassy pants. You’ve already mostly healed, and I'm sure your hair will grow back before you know it. Friends?”

      It is so hard for me to keep a straight face as the poor beautiful male intensifies his glare, his eyes bleeding to black, as he touches his singed head. Fire red hair that used to be thick and lustrous is now mostly missing. It is a blatant reminder of how I chose for the first time in my life to fight instead of flee. I wish I could take a picture of him to remember the momentous occasion.

      But I don’t have a camera.

      Also, something tells me Dorian wouldn’t appreciate it.

      He flashes his fangs at me but otherwise chooses not to respond. That little display would have terrified me not too long ago. But when I had felt my magic coursing through me once more, it had changed me.

      I feel powerful.

      I am powerful.

      For the first time in my life, I am embracing who I am and who I am becoming. Growing up, I had always hidden myself away for fear of the darkness overcoming me. I had blamed my powers for having to live on the run.

      But no more.

      I am the darkness.

      I welcome the otherworldly surge within, necromancy included, and take courage in the fact that I know who I am.

      I control the power, not the other way around.

      I have been hunted, beaten, abducted, lied to.

      Murdered.

      Not anymore.

      I am now a force with which one does not fuck.

      The awakening within me has also strengthened my senses.

      Everyone around me is a powerful presence, their minds seeming to be of reuniting with their friend that had been taken from them.

      All but one.

      I feel the male vampire on my other side move back and forth on the balls of his feet and curl and uncurl his fingers into fists. Nero is his name. I had been briefly introduced before we had all ebbed here. He is only a couple of inches taller than me, with a shaved head and piercing black eyes. He wouldn’t meet my gaze when we were introduced, and he certainly won’t now. I must have rattled him with my display earlier.

      The compound gate beeps and makes a whirring sound as it slowly opens. I fight to keep my face black as Will and a few of his pack members step forward. I feel his eyes on me. With a slight hesitation, I look at him. Worry etches his face as he scans my body, seeming to search for injuries. His gaze softens as he meets my eyes.

      Fury threatens to engulf me as I think of how he’s played me. He has lied the entire time we’ve known each other, pretending to be my guardian when, in reality, he had been my jailer. At least Roxana had been honest about it. William had romanced me and made me feel safe while keeping me as helpless as a baby with the bracelet he wore.

      He made the decision not to trust me from the beginning, to not even give me a chance. Maeve had sworn to me he had done it to protect his pack and his feelings for me are genuine. On some level, I can understand his need to protect his loved ones.

      But to have been judged and lied to by him?

      The anger I feel overrules anything else. I had confided in him. Trusted in him. Hell, I’d even begun to fall for the bastard.

      As if on cue, the awareness of him and his pull to me erupts into my senses. I want to punch him just as much as I need to kiss him.

      Where the fuck did that come from?

      I shake myself, blocking out that nonsense.

      He betrayed me.

      Nothing else matters.

      A male with long black hair and piercing blue eyes steps forward. He acknowledges me with a nod, then addresses Dorian.

      “Dorian, I trust you’ve treated Miss Montgomery with respect and care.”

      Dorian mirrors the alpha and steps away from our group.

      “Yes, Connall. She was treated gently… even when she didn’t necessarily deserve it.”

      The last he says over his shoulder to me, but I am sure the others hear. William tenses but stays where he is. I notice Connall’s eyes brighten as he studies the ruin on top of Dorian’s head. He discreetly ‘coughs’ into his fist after a moment.

      Dorian glares back at him, not fooled.

      The vampires suddenly seem to register that the unconscious male resting over one of the wolves’ shoulders is the prisoner they are trading for. Roxana hisses and begins moving towards the group of werewolves.

      “What the fuck did you do to him?”

      William bristles but moves to meet her with the other wolf.

      “What I had to do in order to get him out here. He wouldn’t leave the cell.”

      I watch the tense exchange as a male vampire moves forward to take Sebastian. Dorian looks less than impressed to see the state he’s in.

      Connall speaks up.

      “We wouldn’t have laid a hand on him, but it was necessary to bring him out here. He was very happy where he was.”

      I see Connall’s jaw tense as he says the last.

      Dorian’s brows raise into his mostly absent hairline at the admission, but he nods his head. He looks down at me and waves me forward without a word. I give him a mock salute and raise a foot to start walking to the wolves when a black fog shoots down from the sky and surrounds me.

      The air inside the fog is sparse. I feel my body struggle to get a breath. The darkness is so dense that I can’t even see my own hands as I raise them in front of my face. Distantly, I hear William’s roar and shouts from the others, but it sounds like they are miles away. I try to walk, but find that something has rooted my feet to the ground.

      Panic threatens to choke what little air I'm able to gather from me.

      A voice within the fog makes me yelp.

      “So you are what all the fuss is about.”

      An ominous figure steps into view and the fog parts, leaving me face to face with the most terrifying female I’ve ever seen.

      Her long ebony hair gently sways around her and touches just above her waist. She has two small braids on either side of her face, and a headdress made of black iridescent feathers that bring out the blue tones in her hair. Her body is moon-kissed and voluptuous, yet has the toned definition of a warrioress.

      And she is definitely a warrioress.

      Her outfit is composed of a metal breastplate with crow head clasps at the top to secure her cloak of black feathers. Her skirt is black with a chain mail overlay and reaches down to her ankles. It whips in the subtle wind around her, revealing a slit on one side that goes all the way to her hip. Her bare feet are dainty and covered in tar, as are her fingertips.

      The female cocks her head to the side, taking her time to study me just as I am studying her. I finally look at her face and can’t stop the gasp that rushes from me.

      She has blood-red lips that are full and form the perfect pout. High cheekbones and a delicate nose sit under eyes that draw me in until I’ve forgotten my surroundings. They are a swirling vortex of copper and mother-of-pearl. Eyes like those were not made on this earth. They are the eyes of a goddess, and a formidable one at that.

      “Badb.”

      I utter her name in barely a whisper.

      The war goddess has a beauty that enraptures the mind, and a malevolent demeanor that paralyzes it in fear.

      She is the perfect monster.

      Beauty that kills.

      Badb inhales deeply, then licks her lips.

      “Child, you reek of death and darkness. It’s intoxicating to one like me.”

      Badb breathes in again and closes her eyes.

      I am frozen in place.

      This is the one responsible for my family member’s deaths. The reason I have lived in fear for so long.

      The reason I was killed.

      My blood feels like it is on fire as I struggle to get my bearings. Badb seems to sense my thoughts because when her eyes snap open, they bring a chill to my soul.

      “It is a shame to be true. Come, little lamb. Let us put you to rest.”

      I hear the gentle humming of a female fill the air. It is comforting, like wrapping up in a favorite blanket. I feel my eyelids go half-mast and my body moves towards the goddess. The swirling of her eyes seems to intensify the closer I get.

      “Are you not tired, my sweet? You have been running for so long. Come, let me help you.”

      Badb’s voice is a balm to my soul. The soothing words draw me in as I feel the tension leave my body.

      I'm ready to rest.

      To be at peace.

      I'm ready to take this step.

      When I am just a few feet away from her, a deep sense of foreboding pierces through me.

      I hesitate.

      My brow wrinkles, and I shake my head, breaking eye contact with Badb.

      Not right.

      This isn’t right.

      I feel my fight-or-flight instincts kick in as a harsh prickling energy tries to overwhelm my senses once more.

      The gentle humming that had eased my nerves turns into a broken sob. It echoes through the fog and screams from what seems like hundreds pierce the air.

      A shiver runs down my spine as the air turns frigid and the screams turn to speaking inside my mind. The voices beg me for help.

      The kind of help that only I can give.

      They want revenge.

      They beseech me to fight, to protect myself.

      I stop in my tracks.

      Badb got into my head, had comforted and dazed me like a sheep before the slaughter.

      But now my mind is clear.

      I give an enchanted smile at Badb, still playing the part of unknowing sacrifice. I reach out with my lethal magic and gather the wailing souls to me.

      I feel their energy build inside me until it fills me to the brim. I can feel the draw of their earthly bodies from the grave, know exactly where each one’s remains rests. I feel the pull to each one like a cord attached to me. All I have to do is send energy down those channels and the dead will rise for me.

      It feels so delicious, that temptation. But I quiet them instead.

      Not here, not yet.

      But soon.

      I build magic in my body until it threatens to burn me alive. I am about to unleash it when my consciousness is pricked with a realization.

      I can feel the cord to Badb’s soul.

      I can practically touch the thread begging to be unraveled. But it stays just out of reach. The knowledge that I can rip a goddess’s soul from her body taunts me.

      Intrigues me.

      This is a test.

      One that I am not ready for quite yet.

      But I will be soon.

      I'm sure of it.

      We will meet again.

      And I will be ready.

      With that awareness, I clap my hands together in front of me and push the resounding lightning bolt of power out of myself and into Badb.

      The goddess’s shocked gasp quiets everything else around us.

      The fog falls.

      Mythos surround us once more.

      Badb briefly glances around at their shocked faces before zeroing in on me. I read the panic and disbelief in her eyes. She had truly believed she could best me by using only theatrics and the lure of her gaze.

      I raise my chin and embrace my newly connected magic. I let it gently whirl around me, creating the spectral images of the spirits that are now bound to me.

      “Did you really think it would be that easy, old one?”

      Badb gives a razor sharp smile as a crow lands on her shoulder and hisses.

      “You know, for a moment there, I really did.”

      I watch as Badb observes the cyclone of wraiths circling me. The panic has departed from her gaze, replaced by fascination. Her hands raise as her crow takes flight and circles her, replicating itself until a swarm of feathers shields Badb’s body.

      “Until we meet again, little lamb.”

      The crows raise up and disappear into the sky.

      Badb is gone.

      I watch the sky for a moment, then take in the faces surrounding me. Four newcomers have joined the circle. I immediately recognize Torstan and the female he has his arm around, seeming ready to pounce in front of her at the drop of a hat.

      The witch in question had been at Celeste’s the night I had resurrected, had been the one to announce Celeste’s violent visitor. I hadn’t felt her power then, but now I recognize her and the other two for what they are: witches.

      Kindred.

      I regard them cooly, then return my attention to the crowd.

      Everyone’s expressions range from shocked to terrified.

      Except his.

      William is angry, his eyes flashing as he approaches.

      I stop his advance with a raised brow.

      The wraiths bustling around me must sense my anger because their flight turns more aggressive, their incorporeal figures giving warning wails. I can feel each one of them, feel the truth of my magic down to my bones.

      I'm meant to commune with them.

      I can control these ghostly beings, can put them into their bodies, or lead them into war.

      They are mine.

      I can’t help but smile at the rightness of it.

      I am the Queen of the Dead.
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      William

      I pace in front of the door to Connall’s office. The looming wide, dark oak door reinforced with black iron perfectly represents my view on the situation.

      It’s completely fucking blocked.

      Earlier, I had helplessly watched as a black haze swallowed Adeline. I had charged it, intending to get to her, to protect her from whatever lay within the fog. I had gotten as far as an inch within it, only to be knocked on my ass by an invisible force. My wolf had come out, and I’d tried again… with the same result.

      The vampires and werewolves had quickly set aside our differences and made a chain around the fog, brainstorming different ways to breach it after blindly attacking it hadn’t worked. I had summoned Torstan, who had tried to tunnel under it into the earth.

      He had made as much progress as I had.

      Torstan then grudgingly told me he knew someone who might be able to help. He had ebbed away only to return a few minutes later with three females.

      Witches.

      They had immediately raised the hairs on the back of my neck as they began circling the fog and chanting.

      Witches.

      I had raised a brow at Torstan, who was following one witch around like a puppy dog.

      He returned my stare with a middle finger.

      They were still circling the fog when it had suddenly dispersed, revealing Adeline surrounded by a swirling vortex of spirits… and the war goddess. I had started forward, intent on saving Adeline whatever the cost. One look at her had stilled me.

      This witch, who had become the center of my universe, was a fierce vision to behold.

      The wind from the wraiths played with her pale blond hair, splaying it around her. The spirits seemed to be entranced by her, weaving within an inch of her face before darting back. Her hazel eyes had shown no fear as she stared down the ancient goddess.

      In fact, nothing about Adeline’s stance indicated that she was afraid at all. I had been in awe.

      But now I'm on edge.

      As soon as Badb had disappeared, Adeline had barely spared me a glance as she addressed Connall and Dorian. The three had then sequestered themselves in Connall’s office.

      I wish she would have screamed at me or hit me.

      Hell, even unleashed her new ghost friends once. Anything would have been preferable to her cold indifference.

      I know she knows.

      Thank the gods I had taken that fucking bracelet off when I did. Otherwise she wouldn’t be alive and breathing right now.

      The thought makes me sick.

      I could have fucking killed her.

      But instead, my mate had faced a goddess and not only lived to tell the tale, she had sent the bitch packing. I couldn’t be prouder. Now I just have to find a way to get her to forgive me.

      “For fuck’s sake, will you stop pacing?”

      I spin around, claws bared as a female steps out from thin air. She is one of the witches Torstan had brought. The standoffish one with a golden mane and bright green eyes.

      We had briefly been introduced, but I hadn’t cared to remember her name. I had been too busy trying to come up with how to express how sorry I am to Adeline.

      She cocks her hip and rests a hand on it.

      “Why are you out here moping, anyway? Everyone else is either losing their shit or trying to come up with a game plan.”

      I growl at her, but she isn’t scared in the least. Her eyes light up with thought. She smiles and gives me her best condescending tone.

      “Ah, you’re the wittle wolf that neutered the uber powerful witch that went toe to toe with Badb. Must suck to suck, asshole!”

      I start down the hall towards her, but stop. I can tell that is exactly what she wants. It makes me wonder what she is doing up here in the first place.

      She has clearly been using her magic to hide herself and nose around the compound. I’ll tell her exactly where she can go. I cock my head to the side and sneer at her.

      “Run along, witch. Why don’t you try your snooping in the sacred artifacts chamber? Pull the Swedish copy of The Count of Monte Cristo in the downstairs library and it will open the passageway that leads to it.”

      Her jade eyes widen at the information, then narrow at my patronizing tone.

      “First of all, the witch has a name. Everly. Second, why the hell would you tell me about a room like that? I didn’t take you, much less your kind, as the sharing type.”

      I give my best homicidal grin, then turn my back on her, continuing my pacing.

      “Guess you’ll have to find out. Now leave me.”

      I bristle when I hear her mutter an oath that would make most sailors blush, but when I spin around she’s gone.

      Good luck with the protective enchantments and various motion activated buckshot mini-cannons.

      I almost feel bad.

      Almost.

      The door to the office opens just as I pass it for the hundredth time. Dorian steps out and goes down the hall without a word. His face is drawn as if in pain.

      Adeline steps out and we come face to face. Her beautiful scent hits my nostrils like a hammer. We are both silent, just taking each other in. Connall comes out into the hallway beside us and closes his door.

      “Adeline, I will give the two of you some time, but we will need to gather and discuss our next move with the pack shortly. I am going to find Malek and go over security measures. Miss Montgomery has agreed to set up a perimeter spell with the help of the other witches here.”

      I cringe.

      She and Connall both search my face. I really don’t want to tell her where I’d just sent the prying witch, especially right now. But we need a perimeter spell. I speak to Connall while avoiding her gaze.

      “Connall, if I were you I would go to the artifacts room before talking to Malek.”

      Connall raises a brow at me.

      “And why is that?”

      “I told Everly where to find it.”

      Connall lets out an exasperated groan. He shakes my head at me, then pinches the bridge of my nose.

      “Why the hell would you do that, William?”

      “She pissed me off.”

      Connall stares at me for a second, thinks better of whatever it was he was about to say, and leaves. Normally, I would have been feeling pretty good about myself.

      But instead, I am almost afraid to face Adeline. Not because I'm worried she’ll hurt me. Hell, I hope she will. At least then I would get some emotion from her and we can get the payback underway. I sigh and turn back to her.

      As serious as things are, she still takes my breath away. I had been drawn to her before all of this, but after seeing her embrace her strength… I just want to fall to my knees and worship her.

      Adeline’s pale pink lips part as she looks at me. Her hazel eyes flutter for a moment as she takes a deep breath. Then they snap to mine. Any warmth that was there before dissipates into a blank void of very direct eye contact. I say the only thing I can.

      “Adeline, I'm so sorry.”

      She doesn’t respond, just continues staring at me. I try again.

      “I know what I did was wrong, and I can’t imagine the betrayal you felt over what I did. When I met you, I had just almost been murdered myself and I didn’t know you. I had to think of my pack. Protecting them has always come first for me. I never intended to hurt you. There were so many times I wanted to tell you, especially as my feelings for you grew…”

      “Feel.”

      I stop talking and look at her, a question in my gaze.

      She speaks again.

      “The betrayal I feel, William. Not felt. Your face was the first I saw when I clawed my way up out of the ground. You were there again when I awoke in Celeste’s office. I had no idea who you were. Only that you had taken me to Celeste in order to save me, out of the goodness of your heart.” She says the last bitterly. “Throughout this journey with you, I chose to trust you. I told you about my past. I cried in your arms. I even opened my heart to you. All to find out you had been lying to me this whole time. I understand being loyal to the ones you consider family. That is why you are still standing right now.”

      Before I can react, she uses her magic to pin me to the wall. She levitates towards me, the toes of her shoes dragging on the ground. I fight my instinct to get free. Instead, I make my body relax, preparing for whatever my mate needs to do.

      She raises in the air until she is almost nose to nose with me. I watch her eyes travel to my lips, her brows drawing together, and then she looks into my eyes.

      “Don’t think just because I understand that I accept your apology.”
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      Adeline

      I can’t breathe.

      I make it up the stairs, down the hall, and to a guest bathroom before a ragged sob escapes and the tears run freely. How can he affect me so deeply? I should have left him pinned to the wall.

      Part of me had intended to do just that.

      But as I had made my way up the stairs, I let the magical force holding him disperse.

      I slide down the door of the bathroom, locking it and throwing up a second barrier so no one can hear me as I break. I haven’t used magic in so long. But, where things had been difficult and forced before, they now flow through me with ease. It is an extension of myself now, as easing as walking or taking a breath. I am the magic.

      I draw my knees up to my chest and bury my face in my hands. I had felt so strong after facing Badb.

      Coming face to face with William that first time had hurt, but I had soldiered through it and convened with Connall and Dorian. They had both seemed wary of me at first. I can’t say I blamed them. I had literally pulled ancient murdered spirits from an evil fog and used them as a shield as I successfully bluffed out a goddess who peels the skin from immortal warriors as a hobby.

      The two had decided to put their trust in me though. They accepted me as an ally and brought me into their plans for the Vromik.

      I had been shocked when I first met Connall’s eyes and saw the rune in them. Only the most powerful soothsayers have that mark. It makes me wonder how much he already knows of the path ahead.

      I had been pondering that when I left his office and came face to face with Will. His eyes had immediately softened upon looking at me. As fucked in the head as I am, mine had softened right back. Only for a moment though; my sense of self-preservation kicked in as soon as my heart began clenching up.

      I sob anew as I remember his apology and hearing the apparent anguish in his voice.

      That’s what I had thought I wanted from him. For him to apologize and attempt to explain himself. I had thought that would make me feel better, and then I could sneer at him and turn away without a word. I had wanted to hurt him just as he had hurt me. But I couldn’t do it.

      His words had only left me more broken inside. A part of me had wanted to forgive him, to tell him I understand and then to have him hold me close and kiss me.

      But another part, the part of me that almost won out, wanted his pain. He hurt me, betrayed me. That needs its pound of flesh in recompense. But again, I couldn’t do it.

      That darkness calls to me even now, but I know it’s something I can’t let myself give in to. That isn’t who I am.

      I know who I am now.

      I raise my face from my knees.

      My tears slow, then stop. My shallow breaths even out as I let my head fall back and close my eyes.

      I am powerful.

      I have a darkness that sings to me, but it will not overcome me, for I also stand in the light. I may be death for some, but to most I am a guardian.

      That is my choice.

      I open my eyes and raise my head. I reach over and grab a tissue from the top of the toilet and wipe my eyes. The thirst for violence I had been feeling quiets. In its place grows the resolve to protect.

      That is my choice.

      My heart is hurt, but I know I don’t have the luxury of mourning what could have been. Not when the Vromik are moving to bring the Morrigan back into power. I raise to my feet and square my shoulders.

      I can do this.

      I find the witch I recognized from Celeste’s in front of the fireplace in the sitting room. She is sitting on a massive sectional alone, her hands folded in her lap as she gazes at the fire. I hadn’t noticed the unusual color of her eyes before. They remind me of the dandelions I used to pick when I was little.

      They are startlingly beautiful, especially with Rhiannon’s pale skin and mahogany hair. She seems a million miles away as I approach, but before I reach her, I feel a tug on my hair.

      “Ouch!”

      I spin around, but no one is near. I blush when I realize I caused a bit of a scene.

      I must be losing my mind.

      I shake my head while I finish my walk to the sectional. Rhiannon nearly jumps out of her skin as I sit down next to her.

      “Sorry! I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      I watch as Rhiannon looks at me and then quickly down, blushing profusely.

      “No, no, it’s fine. I'm sorry for being so jumpy.”

      I feel a sense of worry for her. She seems to be on the verge of bolting any moment.

      “Are you alright?”

      Rhiannon takes a slow breath, then releases it. I notice her white-knuckled fists unclench and smooth down her long peasant skirt.

      “Yeah, I'm sorry. I'm just a little shaken up, I guess.”

      I laugh as I settle back into the couch.

      “I don’t blame you. I think we all are. It’s just a lot to take in.”

      “Yeah.”

      The silence between us is deafening. I can tell she must be dealing with something, but I need to push forward.

      I try again.

      “I was actually looking for you and the witches you are with. I told Connall I’d do a barrier spell around the pack’s land and could use some help… if you’re up for it.”

      Rhiannon’s yellow eyes perk up and she gives a slight smile. “Of course! I’d love to help; I know the girls will too. Josie’s just over there.”

      She motions towards a female sitting in an easy chair on the other end of the room. She has long, straight black hair and a fair complexion that makes her dark almond-shaped eyes stand out. She stands and moves to join us, sitting on the other side of Rhiannon. I wave as she smiles broadly.

      “Hey, I'm Adeline.”

      “Oh yeah, I'm sure every mythos on the continent knows your name by now. That was a wicked show you put on.” She raises her hand for a fist bump, which I gladly meet. “I'm Josie.”

      “Nice to meet you, and thanks. I was asking Rhiannon if you guys could help me with a barrier spell for the pack. It seems like this is going to be our main headquarters for a while, so I’d like to do the barrier over not only the compound but the land surrounding it as well.”

      “For sure! Let me grab Everly and we can head out.”

      “No need.”

      We all turn towards the voice to find a charred and angry Everly stomping over to us toting a bag of crystals. There are multiple small holes in her shirt and I can tell it isn’t because of a fashion statement. Newly healed skin flashes underneath her bloodstained top.

      Are those bullet holes?

      Rhiannon gasps, and I bite my bottom lip to keep from laughing. I remember William’s trick.

      William.

      A weight on my chest threatens to pull me down at the thought of him. My eyes mist, but I'm pulled out of sadness by the most obnoxious laughter I’ve ever heard.

      Josie is on the floor, one hand holding her middle, the other pointing at Everly.

      “What the fuck… happened to you? You look like you fought a flamethrower and lost.” She gasps out around the laughter.

      Everly crosses her arms and glares down at Josie. When she finally speaks, it is through clenched teeth.

      “Actually, I got around the flamethrower, thank you very much. It was the sawed off shotguns that I wasn’t fast enough for. Now get up before I conjure a cactus up your ass.”

      I give in to a laugh as Josie proceeds to laugh harder.

      “What was that? I couldn’t hear you over the stank of your burning hair.”

      Rhiannon, clearly scandalized, attempts to step in.

      “Josephine! That didn’t even make sense. Get up and go easy on Everly; she’s clearly been through something awful.”

      Rhiannon sticking up for her seems to pain Everly. She clenches her jaw, turns on her heel, and heads out of the room. She yells at us over her shoulder.

      “I’ll meet you bitches outside!”

      I shake my head and raise to my feet. The four of us leave the compound, avoiding the stares of various mythos as we go. The sun hits us as we leave the porch and Rhiannon pulls a thick pair of sunglasses out and puts them on. Must be sensitive to all the light. Once we get outside, Josie whistles.

      “Geez, you’d think they'd never seen a witch before.”

      “We aren’t exactly known for being buddy-buddy with others.” I shrug.

      Rhiannon studies the ground, her shoulders hunched protectively around her. I can tell something has happened. It is probably why she had been so jumpy in the first place.

      “Rhiannon, did something happen?”

      She won’t look at me. Instead, she seems to suddenly have a deep fascination with the gravel in the driveway. Josie loses all humor and puts a hand on Rhiannon’s shoulder.

      “Hey Rhi Rhi, what’s goin’ on lady?”

      “Not here,” she whispers.

      Everly chooses this moment to yell us over to the front gate of the compound. She seems to take in the somber mood of everyone, and we move as a unit through the gate and out into the trees. I stop once we are surrounded by forest and turn to Rhiannon.

      “All right, tell us.”

      She looks at us before glancing away and biting her lip.

      “It’s just that some mythos here don’t want us to be a part of the alliance.”

      I tense, suddenly very protective of the witches around me. We aren’t exactly well acquainted, but I still feel connected to them. They had come to my aid even though I'm virtually a stranger to them. Who has the right to say we don’t belong here?

      “Who said that witches don’t need to be a part of the alliance?”

      Rhiannon hesitates for a moment, biting her bottom lip and looking down again.

      “Hey, it’s alright. No one will hurt you. Not only do you have a group of witches backing you up, you also have the leaders of the werewolves and vampires backing this alliance. Tell me who disagrees.”

      “It was that Nero guy. I was in the library alone, just looking at all the books because I love to read and some, ok not some, pretty much all the books in there are rare or ancient, and so I was admiring them and maybe hoping there was some sort of blood oath checkout system, so I could borrow one, or five.”

      Everly rolls her eyes, “Rhi! Focus!”

      Rhiannon blanches, “Right, sorry. So Nero comes in and backs me into a bookshelf, then puts both my arms on either side of me, so I can’t run. He leaned in, and when I tried to scream, he put my hand over my mouth.”

      I feel my anger awaken my magic as I watch Rhiannon put a hand over her mouth as she remembers the encounter.

      “He told me I don’t belong here. That none of us do. He said I need to leave at once or get ready to face the consequences.”

      My blood is officially boiling.

      “Why didn’t you say something to us sooner?”

      “I have dealt with bullies my whole life. I know that’s what he is and with everything else going on, I didn’t want to bother anyone.”

      I take a deep breath in and slowly exhale through my nose.

      “Let’s set this barrier spell and then we will deal with Major Douchebag.”

      Everly scoffs and throws down the tote holding the crystals for the spell.

      “Fuck that! We need to go in and show Nero what my insides look like! He just threatened Rhi and said we don’t belong here!”

      “And he will pay for all of it. But right now, we need to get this barrier up before anyone else tries to come for us. We know where Nero is. He isn’t going anywhere. Neither are we. Let’s secure the area, and then we can address it with him and Dorian.”

      Everly sneers, “Oh, you mean you’re going to tell on him? Magnificent idea; I bet he will get a stern talking to. He needs to be witch slapped into next Tuesday!”

      “I will talk to Dorian so he understands the situation before we just go in and attack one of his people. We can’t afford to burn bridges right now.”

      “And who made you the fucking President of this little group? I know I didn’t vote for you.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. I'm really starting to not like Everly.

      “I'm not saying I'm the leader. I'm just saying we need to try to do things respectfully before just incinerating someone.”

      Everly studies me. A slow smile creeps across her face.

      “So you’re saying we cover our bases so that when he inevitably fucks up, we can still look like the responsible ones as we curb stomp him. I like it. All right, lead on, ghosty pants.”

      I close my eyes for patience, pick up some black tourmaline from the bag, then start walking to the far north end of the property. The others do the same, heading in different directions.

      I grasp the crystals in both hands and hold them out in front of me. I close my eyes and reach my energy out until I find the others. Their magic mingles with mine, then flows seamlessly as one as we erect the spell.

      We mold it so that anyone with good intentions for the ones inside can pass through, but anyone meaning to cause harm will be barred. And knocked flat on their ass. Once it is done, I feel my power swirl back and revel again at how nice it feels to have it back.

      We meet back at the front door of the main house. I look at each of the others in turn before opening the massive door and heading inside. I had intended to go straight to Dorian but end up almost running into Aisling. The banshee ebbed right into the entryway in front of me.

      “Ooof.”

      I just stop myself from falling back. Aisling latches onto my arm to help keep me standing. Her beauty shocks me just as much as the first time I saw her. But it has a homicidal gleam that wasn’t there last time.

      “Adeline, get to William now and bar yourself in a room. There is a traitor in our midst.”

      I gape at Aisling as she draws a sword of white fire out of thin air. She starts forward but shoots me a questioning look when I don’t do as she says.

      “My powers are back online, Aisling. I can take care of myself.”

      I expect her to argue, so it shocks me when she nods and gives a fierce smile.

      “Good for you, Adeline; let’s see what they can do.”

      With that, she marches down the hall and into the main gathering room, all of us at her heels. Everyone quiets when they see the five of us. A few even jump back at the sight of Aisling and her sword of icy fire.

      Will steps forward, as does Torstan. They must read the violence in her stance because both males raise their hands in front of them and stop walking.

      Torstan’s usually laid back demeanor turns serious as he addresses Death’s soldier.

      “Easy now, Ash. We have a lot of mythos already on edge here. We don’t need a banshee walking in all bloodlusty.”

      Aisling smiles at him, then turns to me.

      “Adeline, you want to make this extremely easy for me? Fence in the little bald bloodsucker right there.”

      She motions towards a wide-eyed Nero.

      I don’t hesitate.

      I trap him in an invisible four by four cell.

      He tries to ebb but is caught in the entrapment despite his best efforts. He finally gives up trying to escape and materializes. He bares his fangs and snaps at us. Again, I feel a pull on my hair. I keep my body still but subtly scan the area. Just like last time, no one is suspect.

      What the hell is happening to me?

      “What is the meaning of this?” Nero bellows.

      Dorian comes forward, his face blank, but I can see the simmering anger in his gaze.

      “Yes banshee, please tell me why you come into this neutral space and seek violence on one of my own.”

      Aisling cocks her head to the side, regarding him cooly.

      “Well vampire, I thought I’d take care of your traitor problem since you’ve been utterly incapable of doing so yourself. Nero here has been leaking information to the Vromik.”
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      William

      I rock back on my feet.

      I knew there was a traitor.

      It is the only way to explain Badb showing up at the exact time we had the trade off with Sebastian and Adeline.

      Thankfully, she is still wearing the cloaking ring. The only way to find her would be for someone close to the situation to be feeding the Vromik information on her. My entire body quakes as I head across the room to the imprisoned vampire.

      Dorian cuts me off before I can make it.

      “William, wait. We don’t know that Nero has done anything yet.”

      “Then who did? It’s the only way to explain how Badb knew about the exchange here.”

      I angrily point a claw at Aisling as I stare him down.

      “We have mythos like Aisling risking their lives to go undercover within the Vromik so we can stay one step ahead. I'm not waiting around to pass judgement just so that bastard can slither away and spill our secrets.”

      Aisling takes a few steps forward and addresses the room.

      “Adeline’s display of power has the Vromik nervous. They didn’t expect her to live after Badb confronted her. Now they are running around like chickens with their heads cut off, trying to expedite their plans for freeing the other two goddesses and bringing together the Morrigan. Someone within their ranks let it slip that they had one on the inside. They were supposed to be monitoring all of you and preparing to take the witches out one by one so she can’t link with them and enhance her magic.”

      Everly shoots forward, going straight for Nero. I watch as Adeline holds her back.

      “You son of a bitch! That’s why you went after Rhiannon! Well, guess what, shit stain? I'm about to shrivel your balls into raisins, then feed them to you!”

      Torstan tenses beside me. The demon’s eyes turn to liquid amber as he advances on the traitor.

      “What the hell did you do to her?” he growls.

      I try, and fail, to hide my shock as the earth tremors with every step Torstan takes towards Nero. I grab his shoulder but am immediately shrugged off.

      “Torstan man, calm yourself before you bring the house down. The bloodsucker is contained. His luck has run out.”

      Torstan stops his pursuit and closes his eyes. The tremors stop and I let out a sigh of relief. An elemental demon without his emotions in check is like a ticking time bomb ready to explode.

      This needs to end.

      “Dorian, your guy has been accused of aiding the enemy and threatening a witch within our alliance. What do you suggest we do?”

      Dorian looks from me to Nero. I can tell he takes it as a personal failure to have a rat within his ranks.

      His eyes keep going from their normal brown to bottomless black. Slowly, he walks to just outside Nero’s confines.

      “Nero, what say you? Have you done what Aisling accuses you of?”

      The vampire in question runs his tongue across his fangs, then clenches his jaw. He looks at his leader and sneers.

      “We could have joined one of the most powerful creatures of chaos in history. Could have finally been free to feed on whomever we want whenever we want. I did what I had to, to ensure our place in the future.”

      The deep pools of Dorian’s eyes spark, then go completely hollow as he turns his back to the traitor. I watch as Aisling silently moves forward, but a hissing from Dorian prompts her to stop and grip her sword.

      “He is sworn to me and so I am responsible for him. I will carry out his sentence as is my right.”

      Dorian turns to Nero once more.

      “Nero O’Grady, you have been charged with treason. The sentence is death by my hands. Any last words?”

      Nero shakes his head, choosing to remain silent.

      Adeline erases a wall of the cell to let Dorian inside. He steps forward and punches a hand through Nero’s chest, ripping his heart out and then crushing it as the lifeless body crashes to the floor.

      Blood pools on the floor, the spell confining it as it cools.

      The room is silent.

      Until it isn’t.

      Adeline clears her throat and taps Dorian on the shoulder.

      “This might seem insensitive, but I was wondering if I could harvest the blood? It could really help with my enchantments against the Vromik.”

      Dorian nods his head in agreement, then turns and swiftly leaves the room. I start to follow him, but Aisling shakes her head.

      “There’s no time, William. The Vromik have a bead on Merrick. They’re out hunting him right now. He should have beat the two of you here, so I'm worried they have intercepted him. We need to get to him and the Hand of Glory before they do.”

      I nod my head and watch as Aisling’s sword disappears. Adeline moves to Nero’s body and goes to her knees. She had helped herself to an enormous vase that had been on display and uses it now to hold the dead vampire’s blood as she carefully chants; coaxing it into the air, then down into the vase. When she is finished, I go over and gently take it so she doesn’t have to carry it across the house.

      She won’t look at me.

      “I’ll put this in the walk-in fridge for now. Let’s move this conversation somewhere a bit more private. Aisling, Adeline, meet me in Connall’s office.”

      Without waiting for an answer, I walk out of the room, thickly sloshing blood hitting porcelain the only sound in my wake.
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      Adeline

      I sit back in the soft leather chair in front of Connall’s desk. The other witches, namely Everly, had argued over not being included. Aisling had shot her down, saying that one representative from each faction is more than enough for now.

      She had neglected to invite a vampire though. It probably had to do with the fact that Nero’s mutilated body is still laying on the floor downstairs. None of the vampires had argued their case, opting instead to be on cleaning duty.

      I respect them for that.

      William enters the office and closes the door. I study my fingernails as he crosses the room and sits behind the desk.

      And werewolf makes three.

      Aisling looks from Will to me, her eyes scrunching.

      “What happened to the two of you?”

      I smile sweetly at Aisling.

      “You mean you aren’t curious as to how I got my powers back? Good ‘ol Willy here had them locked away from me the whole time. He got Celeste to do a binding spell on me while I was unconscious. Isn’t that interesting?”

      Aisling raises her eyebrows at me, then glares at William. He has the good sense to look ashamed at least. He scrubs a hand down his face.

      “Yes, I fucked up. I didn’t trust Adeline, and I should have. There’s nothing I can do at this point except apologize again and again.”

      I shoot daggers at him with my stare as he looks calmly back at me.

      “Unless there is something else I can do to earn your forgiveness?”

      I grin, tasting the bitterness from it on my tongue.

      “Sure. Go back in time and don’t be such a controlling prick.”

      I feel all warm and fuzzy inside as he hangs his head.

      When he looks up, he only has eyes for Aisling.

      “What’s our next move?”

      To her credit, she doesn’t miss a beat, easily transitioning from watching a metaphorical train wreck to schooling her face and getting down to business.

      “The Vromik are about to march on the ash tree holding Macha. They are so desperate that they will try tearing it apart, branch by branch, until they unearth enough of Macha to get her blood. One of their shapeshifters is going to drink from her and attempt to take on her form in a bid to fool the enchanted tomb holding Vanya MacFarland.”

      My gasp rattles my throat.

      “Could that work?”

      Aisling looks sad as she shakes her head.

      “It shouldn’t, but who knows? It isn’t worth the risk. We have to make a move now. We need to try to summon Merrick. With him, we will be able to free Vanya and move Macha to a more secure location. Otherwise, we will have to engage them head on at the Achill Isle and fight.”

      I sit back in my chair as William stands and begins pacing.

      What are we going to do?

      I can try reaching Merrick.

      Now that I have more control over my powers, surely I can do a simple summoning spell.

      Nero’s blood chilling downstairs will definitely help.

      If I can talk to Merrick and bargain for the relic, there will still be a chance we can beat those assholes to Macha.

      Decided, I stand.

      “I will summon Merrick. If I can bargain with him, we’ll be able to head the Vromik off. Just in case I can’t, why don’t you two rally everyone you can and start going over battle plans.”

      William stops in his tracks.

      “It isn’t safe for you to meet with this ghost alone. We don’t know who he is or what he will ask of you. I want to be there.”

      I roll my eyes and turn for the door, but stop when I realize he’s following me. I halt him with a flick of my hand. The humble demeanor he had been using with me is gone, his usual commanding presence taking its place.

      I'm not fucking having it.

      “You’re right. I don’t know who he is. What I do know is that he has the means to help us.”

      I take a step towards William.

      “So I am going to trust him, while also preparing myself if he proves untrustworthy. The bottom line here, and I don’t expect you to be able to comprehend this… I am going to give him a fucking chance before condemning him.”

      I watch Will’s expression crumble, noting that this time, I take no joy from it.

      He doesn’t try to follow me as I head for the door this time.
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      Adeline

      Half an hour later, I find myself sequestered in a spare bedroom with a cup of vampire blood. I thought I’d have to track down what I need in the nearest town or ask Aisling to source them, but it turns out Connall is more of a practitioner than he lets on. I have to admit, I'm really jealous of his magic stash. I borrowed a wide, single wick candle, clear quartz and apophyllite crystals, and apologized in advance for the mess I am about to make.

      I sit down cross-legged in the middle of the room and put the candle down in front of me. I could probably do the summoning without it, but watching the flame helps with concentration. Plus, being dead has made me more than a little rusty.

      I place the quartz and apophyllite in front of me, just in line with my knees. I take a deep breath and dip my fingertips in blood, then roll my thumbs across them.

      A gentle hum vibrates in my chest. I close my eyes. I can hear the blood hitting the floor, an image floats behind my eyelids.

      When I open them, I come face to face with Merrick.

      I'm just as shocked at how easy that was as seeing him.

      He looks like he stepped out from a TV show from the fifties. Not only are his features monochrome, he sports a leather jacket and a pompadour hairstyle that would make John Travolta envious. He smiles broadly at me as I squeal with glee at how effortless it was to summon him.

      “Finally! I was beginning to give up on you, ma’am.”

      I pause in my celebration to shoot him a questioning glance. He laughs, and it sounds clear one moment, then staticky the next, like we are on the phone and he is driving through a tunnel.

      “I have been the one tugging on your hair this whole time. It’s the most I could muster until you used your spell to give me a voice.”

      He studies the way I'm looking at him and smiles even wider.

      “Hey, you can see me too?”

      I nod.

      “Nice hair.”

      Merrick doubles over laughing.

      “You must be wicked powerful to have made me visible. I wonder if others can see me too.”

      A slight frown replaces his smile.

      “Hmmm, I don’t know how I feel about that. Can you make it to where only you can see me?”

      I can’t seem to sort through the fact that Merrick has been here from the start. Apparently, I need to grab a ‘Necromancy 101’ book and start studying. I file ‘hair pulling’ away in my brain as a possible means of ghostly communication.

      “I'm not sure if only I can see you or not. Honestly, I'm not sure if I can make it where only I can see you either. Sorry, I'm kind of new to this.”

      Merrick silently plops down beside me and shrugs.

      “It’s no big deal, ma’am. Don’t worry about it. I'm just glad we’re able to talk.”

      I can sense Merrick’s energy, can feel the warmth from it. If he is harboring any malevolent intent, he is doing a damn wonderful job of hiding it. I smile at him.

      “Call me Adeline.”

      Merrick smiles back.

      “Adeline, then. I know you’re looking for the Hand of Glory. I’ve come to tell you I have it, but I must ask for something in return.”

      I can only nod. My nerves have kicked into high gear wondering what he can possibly deem as equal value to a mummified hand that has the power to ‘unlock any and all’. I have a feeling I know what it is.

      “I can take you to the hand as soon as tonight. What I ask for in payment, well, I'm sure you can guess.” He clears his throat and looks at his hands. “Adeline, I gave my life to protecting the location of that damned thing. My last moments alive were of me being tortured to within an inch of my life before my captors decided to finally end it. What I'm asking for. What I'm hoping for is, I want another shot at life.”

      He glances up at me vulnerably.

      I knew this had been coming, but I hadn’t prepared for how it would make me feel. It’s like I can feel his pain. I want to help him. I just don’t know if I can.

      “Merrick, I’d love to help you, and I can swear to you I’ll do everything within my power to bring you back. Right now, I'm still navigating my way around my necromancy. So I'm not exactly sure when I’ll have the control necessary to resurrect you.”

      Merrick’s face falls, and he studies his hands.

      “That’s alright, I understand. You are young and new to all this. I shouldn’t have expected so much.”

      He looks at me again, a small smile bringing out the dimple in one of his cheeks.

      “Tell ya what? You promise to get a letter to my girl I left behind, swear that you’ll resurrect me as soon as you’re able, and I’ll still take you to the Hand of Glory.”

      I all but melt right then and there. He has been through so much and instead of letting it turn him bitter; he is still willing to do the right thing, just so I can get a letter to someone he loves.

      “Merrick, has anyone ever told you you’re a dreamboat?”

      He gives a toothy grin and ducks under my stare. “I may have heard that a time or two, ma… I mean, Adeline.”

      “I will see that your letter is delivered.”

      I lean slightly towards him and put my hand over my heart.

      “And I swear to you, I will resurrect you as soon as I have the power to do so. You and your lady deserve a happy ending.”

      Merrick floats into the air and whoops to the ceiling.

      William comes crashing through the door.

      I gasp as he scans both Merrick and me, then around the room. I shoot to my feet.

      “What the actual fuck, Flynn?”

      “Oh, are we back to a last name basis then?”

      I glare at him.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask through clenched teeth.

      “I heard a yell, thought I’d make sure everything is alright.”

      Merrick chooses then to speak up. He doesn’t seem entirely happy with Will’s abrupt entrance either.

      “That was me. I got excited is all. Adeline and I have come to an agreement. I will take you to the hand. Now. If that’s ok.”

      William’s withered stare is more than equally returned by Merrick. The two clearly don’t like each other.

      “And what do you get out of the deal, ghost?”

      Aaaand I’ve had enough.

      “I agreed to pass a letter on for him.”

      I walk to the doorway and add over my shoulder, “And resurrect him as soon as I'm able.”

      Merrick catches up to me as I go down the stairs. When I glance over at him, he is smirking.

      “What?”

      “You like him.”

      “I did. Past tense.”

      He zooms in front of me, then stops. I can either face him or go right through him. Which seems a bit rude considering the fact that he has been nothing but nice to me. I sigh. I am taking out my anger on innocent bystanders now.

      “Merrick, I used to have feelings for him, but he betrayed me. He was pretending the entire time, so I would fall in line. I don’t want anything to do with him.”

      Merrick studies me for a moment before speaking.

      “Speaking from someone who not only lived a complicated life, but has also been shamelessly delving into other people’s business for the last seventy years, I know love when I see it. I'm not going to debate what he did because I don’t know the extent of it. What I do know is that whatever happened, there’s still a spark left between you two. If you want to let it go out, that is your choice and I wouldn’t say I blame you having met him. But I do want you to listen to me when I say that things aren’t always black and white. Just because someone royally fucks up, it doesn’t mean they don’t genuinely care for you.”

      I frown at his words.

      He chose not to trust me. Our situation is black and white.

      Isn’t it?
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      William

      I brace my hands on my knees as I wait for my vision to clear. Ebbing always makes me feel like I'm going to puke my guts out. Torstan used to say I’d get used to it.

      He’s long stopped saying that.

      I stand and take in the sad sight of the abandoned Northern Oklahoma farmhouse.

      Torstan and Aisling ebbed Adeline and I, and her new best friend Merrick, here to get the hand. They are thick as thieves, speaking in hushed whispers, him making her laugh every few minutes.

      I hate him.

      “Sorry to break up the love fest, but we are on a time crunch.”

      I bring my hand in front of me and move it out, gesturing for Merrick to lead the way. Adeline shakes her head and rolls her eyes at me. The ghost smiles for a moment, then goes ahead of us towards the kitchen. What I would give to make my hand incorporeal just long enough to punch his dead ass.

      The group follows him through the drafty home. I can hear a nest of rats scurrying above our heads.

      The house is in a rough state. The deeper we go, the worse it gets. Merrick stops at a door leading off the kitchen.

      “Would somebody mind doing the honors? I can’t exactly play the role of gentleman and open the door.”

      To demonstrate, he wafts one hand back and forth through the door.

      I grab the doorknob and turn; the squeaking handle almost snapping in my hand. Stale air greets me as I stare down at the gloomy space below the stairs.

      I suddenly feel on edge, my beast just on the verge of rising. The urge to turn and get out of there is a powerful pull. My nostrils flare as I try to scent any threat, but can only smell dust and the sourness of mildew. The prickling feeling doesn’t go away though.

      Something isn’t right.

      I turn to the group and notice the rest of them are at attention as well. Torstan is still as a statue. I know he is turning his heightened senses to the cellar below us, scanning for danger just like I had.

      The tattoos on Aisling’s hand are glowing faintly, and she is studying Merrick very closely suddenly. I look at Adeline next and am startled to find her wide-eyed and practically bouncing on her toes to get down the stairs.

      “Do you guys feel that?! It’s like I got a shot of adrenaline or something!”

      Aisling frowns at Adeline, then glares at Merrick.

      “It’s the remnants of black magic. Lots of it.”

      I turn on the ghost as Adeline gasps and goes still. Merrick puts his hands up.

      “No one has practiced her in almost a century. I swear.”

      I seethe, my senses on high alert. The odds of this being a trap are looking pretty high right now. Why hadn’t I gone with my guy and brought more wolves? The Hand of Glory is a huge target. No doubt the Vromik has others still searching for it.

      What if they had paid Merrick to sweeten the deal and deliver us right into an ambush?

      My claws shoot from my fingertips, my body heating with the change. Torstan must sense my wolf rising because his eyes glow a faint amber. I stand in front of Addie, ready to bring hell on earth if anyone tries to hurt her. I hear her voice as she tries to calm me.

      “Will wait. We don’t know the whole story yet.”

      “He brought us into a house reeking of dark magic and out in the middle of nowhere. He’s fucking trying to get us to go down into a dark foreboding basement that is practically begging for a mass murder story to take place, if it hasn’t already. I’d say it’s a good time to question the fucker we’ve known less than twelve hours before going any further, don’t you?”

      I feel her glance around me to look at Merrick.

      “Merrick buddy, you mind explaining the setting a bit for us? Maybe why it smells like a few hundred blood rituals took place down there?”

      Merrick sighs.

      “Because they did. Look, nasty stuff happened here. A lot of it. But I had a dark item that I knew would cloak the Hand of Glory, and this cellar is spelled with a special kind of magic to ward off the regular passerby. I knew it would be safe here.”

      “And how exactly did you know about the cellar?”

      I can guess at this point, but I'm taking Adeline’s lead.

      “Because this is my family home.”
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Adeline

      I feel the breath leave my lungs. This eerie place, filled to the brim with bad juju magic, which I think feels delicious, is Merrick’s home.

      “You’re a warlock.”

      Merrick gives me a sad smile.

      “Was. I died, remember? My familial line practiced more on the darker side of things. My mom tried to balance it out more after I was born, but Dad wouldn’t have it. I grew up learning the darkest arts and doing terrible things. It was all I’d ever known, but still. I knew better. I would have never gotten out of it if it weren’t for Ellie.”

      “Ellie?”

      “Ellie’s the one I want to get a letter to. Hell, she’s the reason I want to resurrect in the first place.”

      Merrick’s eyes soften, but he quickly schools his features.

      “Look, I know this looks bad, but it was the best place I knew of at the time to hide it. There are a few other dark items down there and something I want Adeline to borrow.”

      I move from behind William. He starts to protest, but I quiet him with a touch to his bicep. We look at each there for a moment, me silently asking him to trust me.

      He nods his head.

      “What kind of party favor do I get for going down the creepy stairs first?”

      Merrick laughs, then brings his ghostly eyes to mine.

      “My grimoire.”

      He laughs again as I take the stairs two at a time. I can hear Will right behind me as I make my way into the unlit space that seems to repel everyone else. The feel of the cellar is almost intoxicating.

      I feel my magic pulse as I spy a book bound in skin on a shelf of other old tomes. I know it is the grimoire right away. It practically beckons to me.

      I can feel the others behind me, but can’t seem to look at them. I am too entranced by the dusty bookshelf and all the items it holds.

      “Adeline. Go easy, sweet. The things on those shelves might not be safe for you yet.”

      I whirl around and face him. I'm suddenly enraged. He doesn’t think I can handle a couple of dark items? Is he so distrusting that he thinks I would try to sacrifice him right then and there?

      “What’s the matter, William? Worried I might get all bloodthirsty and call up souls from the blood dried into the floor? You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Then you could just put your special bracelet on again, right?!”

      I'm screaming.

      I don’t know when I’d started, but it feels amazing to unleash the anger. I am so wrapped up in berating him that I don’t notice when Aisling walks over and grabs a small glass orb from the shelf.

      The breaking of glass draws my stare, and I notice that Aisling smashed it under the heel of her boot. The anger leaves me as quickly as it had come. I glance around, embarrassed, landing on Aisling’s uncharacteristically narrowed eyes.

      “William was trying to warn you that the dark items on this shelf have the potential to thrall one such as you.”

      She points to the one smashed into pieces at her feet.

      “This one, in particular, amplifies a witch’s rage.”

      Aisling looks over at Merrick.

      “Which he knew.” She accuses.

      The dimple in Merrick’s chin deepens as his brows draw together.

      “I'm getting tired of being accused of things. I didn’t realize she hadn’t learned defenses against such thralls. That artifact is used to enhance a witch’s anger, yes, but it also aids in the saturation of more emotional curses.”

      Merrick’s visage shimmers in his anger. He points to a small battered shoe box on the bottom shelf.

      “The hand is in there. Take it, but leave the box. Adeline, you have my permission to take my grimoire. Learn from it all you can, then return it.”

      Merrick fades away.

      I open my mouth to apologize to Will, but he marches over to the bookshelf and grabs the hand from its box. The others draw closer to get a better look. It is a man’s hand and has a chalky hue; the fingers are frozen at different angles. Torstan curses when he sees it.

      “That’s the Hand of Glory?”

      I eye the nails that are split down the middle in places and have black dried blood around the nail beds. I shiver.

      “Let’s get the fuck out of here. I feel like if we wait any longer, someone’s gonna come at us with a bunny mask and a chainsaw.”

      I grab the grimoire, and when I turn, Torstan has disappeared with William. Aisling eyes me.

      “I'm sor-“

      Aisling holds a hand up.

      “It’s not me you owe the apology to, and I can’t say I don’t understand where the anger comes from.”

      I exhale a tired breath, then Aisling ebbs us back to the Gheara compound.
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      William

      The Isle of Achill.

      The green of the rolling hills and cliffs brings back memories of my childhood home. It is on this land that I first ran on not only two, but four legs. Where my dad taught me to fight, and my mom sang me to sleep. It has been too long since I’ve been here. I had traveled the world in my almost five centuries, but nowhere feels like Ireland.

      This is home.

      The sea air brings me back from my reminiscing. We are stationed on the beach. Raedans and other immortals supporting our cause are fortifying it.

      When clan MacFarland imprisoned Macha they had hollowed out the inside of a seaside hill. Once the cavern was made, they enlisted the help of a nymph to embed a full-grown ash tree inside. A Raedan witch bound Macha within it, using the MacFarland’s blood as the only key.

      The mystical ash tree allowed the witch to embed a curse within it for Macha as well. The roots grew into her and controlled the dreams in her never-ending sleep, forcing her to relive her most traumatic deaths.

      I am told that Macha had been a giantess in one of her lives, and with her husband, had been one of the first to settle in Ireland. It seems fitting that she now serves as nourishment for its earth.

      There is a small shrouded entrance on the cliff side of the hill that overlooks the sea, its opening just above where the waves break on the rocky surface. A water nymph has manipulated the water long enough for a small group to enter and guard the tree.

      I hope the Vromik don’t get that far.

      I turn on the beach to find Adeline. I can’t stop myself from looking at her at least every few minutes. After the creepy farmhouse, I’ve tried my best to give her space. I can tell she needs time.

      I understand, I really do, but it pains me to watch her from afar like this.

      Being so close to her those first few days and then switching to not even being able to be near her has turned my world upside down. I’ve long since stopped wracking my brain for what I can say to make things better. She just wants distance between us. Space that I will give, while still protecting her from afar.

      Vanya MacFarland’s tomb is apparently cloaked and mystically locked. Adeline and the other witches have tried scrying for it with no luck. The legends of its existence only speak of the Isle of Achill, not the watery grave’s actual resting place. We are running out of time.

      “Whatcha doin, my fuzzy little man peach?”

      I startle and whirl around to find Celeste twirling her hair at me. I cock a brow at her.

      “You’re original. I’ll say that for you.”

      “And you’re over here brooding when you should be wooing.” She nods her head over at Adeline, who has stopped talking to Josie and is currently glaring daggers at us.

      “I'm pretty sure my flirting would be returned with an assassination attempt at this point.”

      Celeste throws her head back and laughs as if that is the funniest thing she’s ever heard. I glower at her.

      “Attempt? Oh honey, she would filet you with a dull knife, then dance on your shallow grave afterwards. I know this because that’s exactly what she said she'd do to me if I ever tried to talk to her again.”

      I can’t help but smile. My witch is witty; and very violent. I glance over at her again. She has gone from glaring to only briefly glancing over when she thinks I'm not looking. As soon as we make eye contact, her head snaps back to whatever conversation Rhiannon is trying to engage her in. She clearly doesn’t like that Celeste and I are talking.

      “Yeah, well if it makes you feel better, she won’t talk to me either. We’re in the same boat.”

      “Speak for yourself. She and I are about to become besties.”

      I turn to ask how she knows that, but she is gone. I gaze out to the sea and am shocked to find a group of hippocampi swimming towards us. The water horse shifters are the size of Clydesdales and have seaweed woven into their black manes.

      The others on the shore notice as well and warily make their way down the dunes towards the water. Connall approaches me with a smile on his face.

      “Do you think Draven is with them? It is said that he was cursed to make the swim every full moon to Vanya’s grave.”

      I shrug and keep watching the water horses draw nearer. Something tells me they aren’t here for us. They stop in the shallows and regard us with open hostility.

      They stomp their sharp hooves into the sand and bare their pointed teeth. Clearly, there has been a miscommunication. I raise both hands up in a gesture that only seems to further infuriate them.

      “Easy now, we mean you no harm.”

      One of the hippocampi stalks forward and speaks telepathically to me.

      “A group of mythos on this beach the night after our alpha vanishes? Save your lies! Where is he?”

      “We have taken no one. We are gathered here to save Vanya MacFarland and prevent Macha from being released. Badb has already escaped her prison and could very well be on her way here now to collect her sister.”

      The water horses stills at my words, their black eyes widening then darting about the cliff-side. I feel Adeline beside me. I tense as she walks past me toward the glowering stallion. she puts on a brave face, but I can hear the nervousness in her voice.

      “Please, do you know of a hippocampus named Draven? We need to find Vanya MacFarland’s grave as soon as possible so we can get her out of here before Badb shows up.”

      This time, the mythos must have spoken to Addie because I don’t hear a response. She goes rigid; the reply shocking her. She turns to the group on the shore.

      “This male is named Alecto. He said his alpha came here on the full moon last night and did not return home.” She pauses and looks at me. “The alpha’s name is Draven.”
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        * * *

      

      

  




Adeline

      Shock rolls through me at the news that Draven is alive. He had been coming to these waters for so long to listen helplessly to his love’s screams as she drowned again and again. My heart breaks for them both.

      Alecto’s form shimmers before me and collapses in on itself, revealing a male with long plaited black hair and tanned skin. His tilted eyes are a solid black. Just as they were in horse form.

      He is also completely naked.

      I slap my hands to my eyes and spin around. I lower them when I hear him give a dark chuckle.

      “It is all right to turn now. I am covered.”

      I glance at the others before facing him. Mainly, the three witches I have grown so close to. Rhiannon still has her eyes covered, but Everly and Josie have their million dollar smiles on and their phones out. I roll my eyes, then face Alecto. He nods at me and crosses his arms over his chest.

      “I thought this form would be best for communicating, now that I am dressed, that is.”

      His voice is husky and dark at the same time. For some reason, I find myself wanting to run to him and throw myself into his arms. Judging by the cant of his head and sultry smile, he knows exactly the effect he has. The sound of a menacing growl breaks my trance.

      “Tone down the lure or I’ll make you into glue.”

      William is right by my side suddenly, looking ready to pounce any moment. Alecto does not seem afraid at all. In fact, he appears to find the situation amusing as hell. He stares at William for a moment before giving a sardonic grin.

      “Forgive me, wolf; I did not know she was mated.”

      I speak before he can.

      “Because I'm not.”

      If possible, William bristles even more. I am really getting tired of this macho bullshit.

      Or am I?

      I note my quickened breaths and the subtle tingling in my body.

      Fuck.

      Do I like this macho bullshit?

      I consider that yes, maybe I do.

      But only because of the fine male specimen doing it.

      I realize that I'm staring at Will and he is all but devouring me with his eyes. I blush when Connall walks around us and starts speaking with Alecto. I shake my head and study the ground, listening to their conversation.

      “I understand your worry for Draven. We would be more than happy to help find him. But first, we need to free Vanya. She has been tortured for centuries and is Draven’s mate. She is also the key to freeing Macha and bringing the Vromik one step closer to bringing forth the Morrigan. Can you help us find her grave and get her back to shore?”

      Alecto considers it for a moment before nodding.

      “I know where she is. I have heard her screams many times when visiting this area of the Isle. My heard and I will take you to her.”

      Alecto shifts back and eases his equine form to the sand. The other hippocampi follow suit. I approach one and pet her mane before climbing on her back.

      “Wait!”

      I turn to see Rhiannon running towards me. She holds up a few small vials that glow green in the sunlight.

      “I knew a few of us would go into the sea for Vanya, so I brewed a potion that will allow you to breathe while you’re underwater.”

      I grab a vial and smile down at Rhiannon.

      “Thanks, Rhi. You will have to teach me this one when we get home.”

      Rhiannon’s cheeks grow pink as the others going with me echo her praise. She is practically beaming as she walks back up to the shore.

      William and Aisling mount the other two hippocampi while Alecto surges through the water with Connall on his back. We swim above water until the group on shore becomes a distant fleck, then dive down into the murky depths.

      I begin to panic as we go under. I grip the water horse’s mane tightly and hold my breath. My body begs for air, and I finally force myself to relax and breathe in the water.

      It is the strangest breath I’ve ever taken.

      I can feel the water filter through my mouth and then out the sides of my neck.

      Wait a minute.

      I feel, and sure enough, I have gills.

      Before I can fully process that, I hear a noise that sends shivers down my spine. A gurgled scream erupts from the still waters. I look over at the others and notice their pained faces.

      We are hearing Vanya drown.

      My heart breaks as the scream tapers off, only to be replaced by a louder one. That’s when I see it.

      On the seafloor wedged between two massive coral structures is the chest. It is wooden with iron finishes and has algae and barnacles covering almost the entire outside.

      I spot the silver lock.

      It is completely unblemished and glints in the muted sunlight.

      I cry as the gurgled screaming stops and the bubbles erupting from the corner of the chest cease.

      William takes out the Hand of Glory from his pack and quickly passes it over the lock. The resounding click from the lock as it falls from the chest is met with relieved cheers from Aisling and I. Connall opens the cursed locker and pulls a lifeless Vanya from it.

      Her dark hair floats all around her and the light blue dress she is wearing has all but disintegrated in its age. Connall wraps her in his arms and swims back to Alecto. The water horse immediately takes off for the surface. As we speed off towards the shore, I keep looking over to Vanya, willing her to gasp for air and open her eyes.

      But she doesn’t.

      When we reach the beach, I hop down and follow right behind Connall. Vanya’s lifeless body looks so small against his chest. He takes her to a tent that has been setup in preparation for the rescue and lays her gently on a cot as Everly covers her with a wool blanket.

      I grab a towel and start wringing out Vanya’s dark brown hair. Everyone is bustling about her but part as Connall comes towards the cot carrying metal restraints.

      I can feel the magic coming off of them. They are spelled to be unbreakable. Horror dances across my face when I realize they are for the unconscious wolf that has already been through so much. I jump to my feet as Connall shackles Vanya.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “It’s just a precaution, Adeline.”

      “Screw that! Can’t you see she’s been through enough? Vanya has been imprisoned and drowning for centuries! Would you really have her finally awaken on land to find herself imprisoned once more?”

      Connall grits his teeth and his eyes flash their werewolf hue.

      “You think it doesn’t kill me to do this? I wouldn’t wish her fate on my worst enemy. That she has suffered so horribly and for so long means she may not be herself when she wakes. She’s a werewolf, Adeline. When we go mad, we turn into bloodthirsty machines, hell-bent on killing everyone in sight. We can’t risk that.”

      “She won’t be at full strength when she first wakes up. We can at least wait until then to see how she does. It isn’t right to put her in shackles from the start when she’s been tortured the way she has.”

      Connall growls and I suddenly feel Will behind me. He puts a hand on my shoulder.

      “Addie, it isn’t worth the risk. We want everyone here to be safe, but we also want to ensure that Vanya doesn’t have to regret her actions if she comes to in a violent state.”

      I look down at Vanya. her body is almost like a husk. The skin around her eyes is sunken in, and her complexion is yellowed. The freckles smattering across the bridge of her nose and cheeks stand out against her withered features.

      She had not only drowned for centuries, she'd starved. Who could go through what she had and mentally stay intact?

      I look at Connall and nod. He is gentle as he restrains her. When he is done, he looks almost sick as he looks at her.

      “This isn’t your first time having to restrain someone who’s been hurt like this.”

      William’s hand on my shoulder tightens as Connall stares at Vanya’s face and goes still.

      “Who was she?”

      Connall doesn’t answer. Instead, he quietly raises and leave the tent. I look over my shoulder at Will but get no answers from him. He stands and follows his alpha.

    

  







            Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    




      William

      I find Connall at the top of the cliff, staring out to sea. I hate seeing him like this. I knew this was coming as soon as I watched him wrap an unconscious Vanya in my arms. It had transported him back a century ago.

      “Con, I know what you’re going throu-“

      Connall raises a hand.

      “You don’t.” He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “And I wouldn’t want you to.”

      “No, I don’t. I'm sorry, that was the wrong thing to say.”

      I rub the back of my neck as Connall continues to stare out to sea. I notice him tense a second before I hear a surging wind come from the water below.

      I look out at the horizon to find a tsunami sized wave headed for the shore. I break out into a sprint for the bottom, Connall at my heels.

      Everyone has vacated the shore and are moving inland. I throw aside the tent flap and pick up one side of the cot while Connall grabs the other.

      “What is going—- “Adeline’s words die out as she follows us out of the tent, no doubt seeing the trouble headed towards us.

      I keep my brisk pace while making sure she is at my side. Merrick suddenly appears beside us.

      “We’ve got fucking trouble!”

      “No, really?!” I shout back.

      “I'm not just talking about the massive wave! The Vromik are about to come over that hillside and Badb is leading the way.”

      No sooner have the words left Merrick’s mouth than I spot the goddess at the top of the hill.

      She is dressed in her usual battle garb and has at least fifty mythos fanned out on either side of her. Connall and I slow, then lower Vanya’s cot to the ground.

      There will be no more running.

      Shouts from the shore draw my attention. Torstan and Aisling have joined the fray that is attacking a group of water demons coming up from the waves.

      Badb suddenly appears about twenty feet from us. She gives a hungry smile when her eyes land on Vanya.

      “Ah, there she is. I really should thank you for saving me the trouble of acquiring her.” Badb takes a step towards us and unsheathes two short swords from the harness at her back. “But I think I will just give you quick deaths instead.”
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        * * *

      

      

  




Adeline

      As soon as Badb gets close, I start to feel the spirits from our first encounter call to me.

      I immediately embrace them, commanding them to create a spectral ring around me, and then those gathered around Vanya.

      I build magic in my hands and touch the earth. I give a lethal smile as the darkness beckons me from deep within.

      It is hungry for a goddess.

      Babe stops and is watching with narrowed eyes.

      “Do you know how many bodies have been buried around us?”

      I let my finders sink deeper into the ground as I throw my deathly senses out. The answering call is intoxicating.

      So many bones.

      So many bodies that can rise to my cause. I shiver as I feel my power touch each and every one of them. It almost overwhelms me when I feel their answering acknowledgement. I glance up at Badb, who suddenly looks very serious.

      “Leave this place or I will raise an army right here. Right now.”

      I send my power out to lightly caress Badb. I feel the same spark flicker in response.

      I try to grasp the tantalizing tendril but, just as before, it falls slightly out of reach. Sweat dots my brow as I try once more to grab the string that will unravel my enemy and end this.

      Badb cants her head to the side and glares.

      I feel my powers struggle and then snap back to my body in a painful arc. I close my eyes against the burn.

      I'm not ready yet.

      Badb grips her short swords, then sheathes them.

      “I have a better idea. A plan C, if you will. You give me Vanya’s blood, and I will return my two captives to you.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Badb gives a wintry smile, then motions behind her. The group of Vromik parts, allowing four figures to come forward.

      Two are bound and walk between their captors. The male is badly bruised and his jaw is askew, but his eyes look too much like Alecto’s to mistake him for anyone but Draven.

      His intense gaze goes from me, then to Vanya. His eyes look pained as he takes in her still form. The state of the other hostage causes a gasp to die in my throat. My eyes prick with tears.

      Oh God.

      Everly.

      The male holding her has wrapped her long blond hair in his fist and pulled her head back at a painful angle. Blood runs freely from her split lip and broken nose. Her top has been shredded, revealing her bra and bruised abdomen. She looks straight ahead with vacant eyes.

      Badb has us, and she knows it.

      When the hostages are beside her, she walks over to Everly and pulls a dagger from her boot, putting it against Everly’s throat.

      Badb laughs when I give a choked gasp and take a step forward.

      “Ah ah ah! You take another step and little Miss Everly loses her head. She’s a stubborn one. You know what I had to do to her just for her to tell me her name?”

      Badb smiles at Everly’s blank stare, then slowly licks her cheek.

      “I almost don’t want to give her up.”

      She then stares at Draven and sticks out her lower lip.

      “And then there is this one. This sad little male is so broken from hearing his mate drown repeatedly that he easily believed me when I promised I could free her.” She throws her head back and laughs. “He marched right up from the waves, then bled out at my feet.”

      Badb reaches over, quick as lightning, and stabs him in the gut.

      “No!”

      Badb sneers and twists the blade as Draven grunts, then falls to his knees. Another second later, he is writhing on the ground, his mouth open in a silent scream. Badb grins down at him.

      “Isn’t it beautiful? Seeing pain such as this?”

      She holds up the dagger, letting it glint in the sunlight as she moves it back and forth.

      “I had this spelled to make whoever it stabs feel unimaginable pain. The effects wear off, eventually.”

      Tears stream down my face as I watch Draven yell out in anguish at the pain he is feeling.

      Celeste appears beside me.

      She is holding a small stoppered bottle of blood. I look at Vanya and see William bandaging the cut on her wrist. He gives me a solemn nod.

      Celeste puts her arm around me and whispers, “As soon as I give this to her, you must get someone to ebb you out of here. Badb will have what she needs to free Macha, but it will all be for naught if she doesn’t kill you. Promise me you’ll run so you may live to fight another day.”

      I look at her and then at Will. He closes the distance between us until he stands slightly in front of me, blocking Badb’s view.

      William is putting his body in the line of fire for me. I look at Celeste and nod.

      Celeste is uncharacteristically solemn as she approaches Badb. The goddess looks her up and down, then smiles.

      “My niece, it has been too long.”

      I try to hide my surprise but fail. Her freaking niece! If Celeste is frightened, she hides it well.

      “Auntie dearest, it has been a while, but not nearly long enough.”

      With that, she tosses the vial to Badb and hooks an arm around Everly while two others come forward to carry Draven.

      I rush forward to help with Everly, but Celeste shakes her head. Badb gently taps the vial in her hand with the dagger she still carries and clears her throat.

      “Well, I am glad we could work together on this. I really must go now; Macha has been wasting away for far too long. I just need to do one more thing.”

      With lightning speed, she throws the dagger end over end at me.

      I don’t even have time to move before William pushes me out of the way, the dagger embedding in his chest.

      “No!”

      I raise to my feet and start towards him, but Aisling appears in front of me and grabs my arm, ebbing immediately.

      I scream as I blast Aisling back against the front door of the compound.

      “Take me back!”

      Ignoring me, Aisling gets to her feet and immediately disappears. I don’t have long to wonder where she went because she reappears just a second later. One of her hands is touching a thrashing Draven’s chest while the other is wrapped around Vanya’s ankle.

      One of the wolves that had stayed behind rushes to us, disbelief on her face.

      “Jesus! is tha- “

      Aisling speaks over her while getting to her feet once more.

      “It is. We need your help to get them to a room. Adeline will help you. I must go back.”

      Before I can protest, Aisling is gone again.

      The female werewolf and I stare at each other for a moment before getting to work. Each of us gets under Draven’s arms and haul him up.

      He tries to help the best he can, but is plagued with spasms from the overwhelming pain he’s in. I can’t help but think of Will and what he must be going through.

      Aisling hasn’t returned with him yet, and I can’t bear the thought of him going through this kind of pain alone. He took that pain for me, to protect me.

      My heart clenches in my chest.

      After a couple of close calls, we are able to get Draven up the stairs and into a bed, then head back down for Vanya. The wolf picks a room for Draven that is large enough to comfortably fit Vanya too.

      It goes unsaid that the two have been parted for long enough. We settle Vanya right next to Draven’s bed and stand watching over them. I glance over at the female and extend a hand.

      “Thanks for helping; I'm Adeline.”

      “Thank you. I'm Rory.”

      I touch the foot of Draven’s bed. He has blessedly slipped into unconsciousness.

      “I can’t believe they’re really real. Connall used to tell me the stories as a little pup, but that’s all I thought they were.”

      I eye her. The family resemblance is too strong for me to have any doubts about who Rory is. Her long black hair and intense blue gaze are exactly like her brothers.

      Which means magic also runs through her veins.

      “Rory, your brother mentioned that when Vanya wakes, she might not be entirely herself. We will need something to calm her. At least until the others return.”

      I look at Draven. He is awake again and doing that terrible silent scream. How much pain must he be in to be incapable of releasing sound? My thoughts go again to Will. Why hasn’t Aisling returned with him yet? I watch Rory move to Draven’s bedside and hold his hand in both of hers.

      “We have an inventory of different injections for cases like hers. I will run down to the isolation floor and get a couple. What can we do for him?”

      I want to ask how often werewolves lose control but think better of it. Again, I look at Draven. My brow creases, and I nibble my bottom lip.

      “Other than knocking him out until the enchantment wears off, I'm not sure there is anything we can do. I don’t know the incantation or ingredients that were used to spell the dagger, so there won’t be a way to reverse it. We can try numbing his senses, but it might be better to just let him sleep this off.”

      Rory nods.

      “My brother should have just the thing in his room. You stay with them and I will grab everything.” She stops at the door. “So, does us having Vanya mean that Badb wasn’t able to release Macha?”

      I shake my head.

      “Badb took Draven and one of our witches prisoner. We had to trade Vanya’s blood to get them back. She had already beaten them and stabbed Draven with that dagger. There was no other option. Well, not that we could live with.”

      Rory’s eyes turn ice blue as she looks from Vanya to Draven.

      “You did the right thing. They will recover and you will get to have two goddess executions under your belt instead of just one.”

    

  







            Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    




      William

      Fire licks at my skin as acid burns through my veins. The pain is so intense that my vision disappeared long ago. There are hands on me, pulling and lifting me up.

      Every touch just makes me suffer more.

      I know I should be doing something, should be looking for someone. But every time I try to focus, a fresh wave of agony sweeps my thoughts away.

      I feel fingers trying to pry my mouth open. I fight them off but lose the battle as another episode of suffering rolls through me.

      A cold liquid is poured down my throat. The icy substance branches out through my body, extinguishing the flames of pain as it goes.

      I let out a shaky breath and open my eyes. I'm looking up at the sun peaking through the clouds. Roaring in my ears followed by the clanging of metal startle me upright. I'm sitting on the edge of a battle.

      Mythos from all factions clash together, spraying blood and magic all around them. Celeste sits next to me, her eyes vacant as she looks out over the mayhem.

      I follow her gaze and am shocked to find the battle is much worse on the beach. Bodies litter the sand and blood mixes with the ocean as it crashes on the shore. My face drains of color and I shoot to my feet when I remember what happened.

      “Where’s Adeline?”

      Celeste doesn’t answer, just keeps her empty gaze on the beach.

      I stoop down and grab her by the shoulders, shaking her.

      “Celeste! Where is Adeline?!”

      Celeste looks at me and tears roll down her cheeks.

      “I prayed this wouldn’t be the path that came to fruition. Did everything within my power to nurture the one that would be better for this world. But even I can’t predict the god’s moods.”

      Before I know what is happening, she flips me onto my back and straddles me. I try to buck her off, but a monstrous shadowy form comes from her, pinning me down. It is the same grim figure I saw the night I brought Adeline to the tavern.

      I halt my struggle when I feel Celeste’s claws trace my jugular. Her opalescent eyes look straight through me.

      “Do they keep using us to play pretend or have we overstayed our welcome?”

      She shakes her head and responds to the air.

      “You’re wrong, Mama hurts, so we may live.”

      She starts crying and rakes her claws down my cheek, tearing muscle.

      “Shhh shhh shhh, don’t cry.”

      I bite my tongue until I taste blood. I have to get through to her. Preferably, before whatever has come over her kills me. Voice as soft as I can, I try to calm her.

      “Celeste, come on, sweet. You are safe. We are safe.” Celeste’s eyes flutter. She sways above me. “We won’t give up. That’s not who I am, and I know that isn’t who you are.”

      Her eyes start to clear. The shadow that had overcome her loosens its hold and shrinks back into her body.

      Shouts from the battle gain my attention. I know I have to hurry.

      Gently, I sit up and lift Celeste to sit beside me. Her eyes are back to their golden hue.

      She is shaking against my side.

      “Celeste, we need you here. Badb might be releasing Macha as we speak, but hope isn’t lost. We have to fight.”

      She looks at me, and I can tell she’s lucid again.

      “Tell me where Adeline is.”

      “Aisling ebbed her away as soon as you hit the ground. She’s safe.”

      Celeste dries her eyes and gets to her feet, offering me a hand. I take it and stand with her.

      “I'm so sorry, William. I should have shown better control. It will not happen again.”

      I nod and start jogging for the cliff-side. I yell to Celeste over my shoulder.

      “Get your skinny ass moving! We need to unleash that shadow thing you hide under your skirts on the Vromik. Poor fuckers will wet their pants!”

      She smiles and runs with me. Hopefully, whatever that thing is will be as eager to kill some bad guys as it was to end me.

      We make it to the shore and I force myself not to look at the bodies as I run. There isn’t time.

      I am ten feet from the entrance of the cavern when Badb and three others emerge. They carry an emaciated body with patches of red hair on its head.

      Macha.

      The midnight haired goddess gives a vicious smile as a flock of crows engulfs them. Then they are gone.

      I stand in silence until a labored gasp echoes from the cavern entrance. I ready myself for a fight, going into a crouch until I see Torstan emerge carrying an unconscious Rhiannon. She appears to be sleeping in his arms, but then I see the blood.

      Her chest has been punched through, a gaping hole where her heart should be.

      “I tried to save her, but there were too many.” Torstan rasps. “I yelled for her to run, but she wouldn’t leave me.”

      He falls to his knees and I rush over to him. Sobs shake Torsion’s body as I put an arm around him.

      “I couldn’t save her.”

      I try to find the words to comfort my friend but realize there aren’t any. I saw how much he cared for Rhiannon. There is nothing I can say to ease his pain while her lifeless body is still cradled in his arms. So I hold him and pray for the first time in a very long time.

      Give us Your strength; we need You now more than ever.

    

  







            Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    




      Adeline

      Rory and I sit on either side of Vanya’s bed. Even though I know she’s alive, just in a deep sleep, I keep catching myself checking to see if she’s breathing. Earlier, we injected Draven with a sedative powerful enough to tranquilize an elephant, then started our watch over Vanya.

      I'm hoping against hope that she will awaken clear minded, despite her centuries of torture. Rory and I both startle as Vanya wakes and raises as much as the enchanted shackles allow, then lets out a glass shattering shriek.

      She screams again and again as she struggles to get free. We rush to calm her. Claws sprout from Vanya’s fingertips, shredding the cot beneath her.

      Rory screams as Vanya bites into and rips out a chunk of her upper arm.

      “Shit!”

      I grab the same tranquilizer we had used on Draven, then slam the plunger home once it pierces Vanya’s neck. Vanya turns unfocused eyes to me before quickly going limp and sinking back onto the makeshift bed. Rory rips part of the throw covering Vanya and holds it over her seeping wound.

      I rush to her but am waved away.

      “I’ll be fine. Go get the first aid kit in the kitchen. I’ll stay and make sure she doesn’t need a second dose.”

      I nod and take off down the hallway for the stairs. I clear them two at a time, then come to an abrupt halt as I see William, Aisling, Celeste, and Connall appear at the bottom. In a split-second, I fling myself into Will’s arms.

      I feel his surprise a moment before he wraps his arms around me, pulling me tight against him. I bury my head into the bend of his neck and breathe deep.

      I don’t realize I'm crying until he pulls away enough to wipe the tears from my eyes. We gaze at each other.

      So much is said in that small space of time. A spark builds between us, and his hand cups my cheek, bringing our foreheads together.

      I close my eyes and feel the connection I have only ever experienced with him.

      I remember why I had been hurrying and move back, suddenly deathly aware of our audience, mainly Connall. I move away from Will and take off towards the kitchen.

      I yell to Connall over my shoulder, “Vanya bit Rory. She’s alright, but I'm grabbing—“

      Connall is already sprinting up the stairs, yelling for Rory.

      I find the first aid kit in the last cabinet I look, naturally, and go back up the stairs. Connall grabs it from me as I make it through the door and leads Rory out of the room.

      Celeste is cleaning the blood from Vanya’s mouth and neck while Aisling checks her restraints.

      William stands at the edge of Draven’s bed, facing me. I go to him, wrapping my arms around him again. I can tell that he is even more surprised than when I did it a few minutes ago, but recovers and wraps me up just as tightly.

      “Thank you,” I breathe as I nuzzle into his chest.

      He sifts his fingers through my hair and chuckles.

      “You aren’t going to berate me for taking the dagger for you?”

      I snuggle closer.

      “No, because I would have done the same for you.”

      I feel him still at my words, then feel his lips on the top of my head.

      “You’ll never beat me to it, Addie. I’ll always be one step ahead when it comes to keeping you safe.”

      I tense.

      Speaking of which.

      I pull away from him.

      “Not that I'm complaining, but how are you not writhing in agony right now?”

      Celeste waves at me from her perch by Vanya’s side.

      “That was me. I gave him a few drops from the River of Life.”

      I cock my brow at the priestess.

      “I thought that stuff was a myth?”

      “Oh no, not at all. It is just extremely hard to come by. Luckily, the angel I’ve been hosting in my torture room had some in his man bag. You know, man bags are really in this year.” She glances at William. “Maybe I could get you one as an ‘I'm sorry present’. What are your thoughts on checkered crocodile-shifter print?”

      “Why would you need to give him an apology gift?”

      I tense in Will’s arms. He holds me tighter, as if preparing to hold me back. Celeste opens her mouth, but Will silences her.

      “It’s nothing we haven’t already gotten past.”

      Celeste gives him a grateful nod. I feel him loosen his hold after a few moments.

      “What is it?”

      William moves us apart enough so he can look down at me.

      “Adeline, Badb released Macha. I saw her carry her from the cliff.”

      He pauses and I feel the breath leave me.

      “Rhiannon and Torstan were in the cavern when Badb fought her way in… Rhiannon didn’t make it out alive.”

      I feel my knees buckle and William goes to the floor with me, cradling me in his lap. I start shaking my head as tears warm my cheeks.

      “How?”

      He rubs circles on my back and tucks my head under his chin.

      “Torstan said that the Vromik overwhelmed him. He told her to run, but she wouldn’t leave him. Badb ripped her heart out and crushed it in front of him.”

      I sob, breaking at the thought of losing my friend.

      “Oh no, Torstan. Is he alright? I mean, I know he isn’t, but is he safe?”

      I feel him nod against my head. Despair seeps into me as I mourn the loss of my friend. Rhiannon had been so sweet and timid. I can’t recall an instance where she had ever said an unkind word to anyone.

      She didn’t deserve this.

      I still as I feel a prickle of energy within me.

      This doesn’t have to be goodbye.

      “William, do we have Rhiannon’s body?”

    

  







            Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    




      William

      I leave Adeline while she researches the ritual and go to find my friend. We agreed not to tell anyone of our plan in case she is unsuccessful.

      Celeste fed an immobile Draven a few drops of the same liquid she had used to heal me with. Once my body burned off the effects of the sedative, he will be fine. She had then said her goodbyes and ebbed away with Roxana.

      I can tell she is still having trouble keeping it together. I have a feeling that this first slip of her mask is one of many to come.

      Malek and another wolf stand watch over Vanya with instructions to keep her tranquilized on a strict schedule. Connall is preparing one of the more comfortable, mystically reinforced cells for her. I still can’t believe that Vanya and Draven are here with us and will get to be together after centuries of pain.

      My thoughts shift to Adeline and her reaction earlier. I had been so relieved to see her, then the next thing I knew, I was catching her up in my arms.

      I smile, thinking of the feel of her against me. Then, for her to say that she would take an enchanted dagger for me after all I had put her through?

      I don’t know how I’ve been granted this second chance, but I won’t fuck it up twice.

      I find Torstan with Everly and Josie. They are outside Malek’s home on the top of the hill from the main house. The two witches are sitting on the porch swing crying and holding each other while Torstan sits on the front steps, staring off into the distance. I walk over and sit beside him.

      He is in an aggrieved state. A darkness looms over him as he absently runs his hands together. He speaks to me in a raspy voice, still looking straight ahead.

      “When do we make our move?”

      I put a hand on Torstan’s shoulder, but he shrugs it off and glares at me.

      “I said, when do we make our fucking move?”

      I am taken aback as he gets to his feet and begins pacing in front of me, the ground subtly quaking beneath us in his anger. I rest my elbow on my knees and bring my hands together.

      “Torstan, brother; we need time to regroup and—“

      He stops and bellows, “No! Fuck that, Will! Badb has Macha, and it’s only a matter of time before they have Anu. They are literally the embodiment of chaos and violence. Do you think they’re sitting on their asses sipping tea right now? We have to find them and put them down!”

      Torstan stops in front of me. His hands are fisted, breaths erratic. The ground rumbles in earnest now. I leap to my feet.

      “Torstan, I know you’re in pain and I swear to you we will obliterate those bitches souls from existence. But first, I need you to take a breath and get a rein on yourself. The ground beneath us isn’t going to be able to hold for much longer.”

      I feel the ground quiet as Torstan closes his eyes and brings his hands behind his head.

      His blond hair is locked between shaking fingers as he takes ragged breaths. When he has control of himself once more, he drops his hands and looks at me with haunted eyes.

      “I keep hearing her call out to me for help, keep replaying it over and over in my mind, thinking of all the things I could have done differently. Then I see her body laying there on the ground.”

      I move to comfort him, but he steps back.

      “I need to get my head right. Summon me when it’s time to fight.”

    

  







            Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    




      Adeline

      I sit in the window seat of the guest bedroom I have officially taken over. Rory came by earlier and gave me piles of new clothing and some toiletries so I can use the shower in the en suite bathroom. The soaps smell of eucalyptus and lavender, instantly relaxing me when I’d smelled them. The clothing still has the tags on and are in my size.

      I asked Rory if she saw the future too, and the wolf had laughed.

      She explained that living with a pack of hot-tempered werewolves meant they had to keep an entire walk-in closet stocked with clothing. That way, they are prepared for when someone ‘gets all antsy and tears their clothes up shifting’.

      I had taken the second longest shower of my life. I scrubbed the last couple days from my skin and pushed everything from my mind but the sound of the water. I then dressed in black leggings and a plain gray hoodie, completing the look with wool socks that came up almost to my knees.

      I absentmindedly play with my silvery blond hair as I perch on the window seat, thumbing through Merrick’s grimoire.

      When he said his family dealt in dark magic, he wasn’t joking.

      Almost the entire book is composed of curses and different summonings. Everything from bringing an original hell demon forth, to commanding a certain kind of maggot to crawl up an enemy’s nose and feast on their brain.

      Necromancy also plays a starring role.

      According to these pages, a witch has to have the calling to do any of these spells successfully.

      They also come with a pretty hefty price tag if the resurrection is to be permanent.

      I definitely have the call.

      I just feel uneasy about the ingredients list.

      It isn’t a list; not really. There is just one item other than my natural abilities needed: an immortal life.

      I read through the handwritten tutorials. They bring me back to the sense of overwhelming power I had felt when I used my dying breath to preserve myself until blood wet my bones. I shiver with the memory.

      Hopefully, I won’t be doing that again anytime soon.

      I find a hastily scribbled footnote at the bottom of the page I’ve been fretting over. It says, ‘as with all magic, the witch performing it pays the ultimate price in the end.’

      This is it.

      Besides taking a life, what more will I have to endure?

      I can think of one person here who might know the answer. I close the book and then stand with it in my arms and head for the door.

      Connall’s office is empty when I go in. I turn to leave, but a screeching sound causes me to yelp and trip over the Persian rug that lays in front of the massive ebony desk. The screeching sounds again, then I hear something flying above my head.

      “Ah!”

      I let go of the grimoire and put my hands over my head.

      “I see you’ve met Archie.”

      The screeching abruptly stops. I hear feathers settling as I lower my hands and stare at Connall’s bare feet. I slowly raise my head and look up to find him smirking down at me. A small brown owl is perched on his shoulder.

      I put my hands under me and lift to a sitting position, then accept the hand he offers. I stand and bend down to retrieve the grimoire. Grudgingly, I look back up at the owl and glare.

      “You didn’t tell me you have an attack owl.”

      Connall laughs and gently caresses the top of the owl’s head.

      “It’s a good thing I didn’t. Otherwise, I might not have caught you sneaking through my office.”

      I open my mouth, then slam it shut. I put a hand on my hip and meet his amused gaze.

      “I wasn’t sneaking. I was looking for you.”

      “And why is that?”

      I look around him into the hallway. I don’t want to risk anyone hearing.

      “Do you mind if we close the door? I’d rather keep this private for now.”

      Connall arches a brow but complies, closing the door, then crossing the room to sit down in his chair. He motions to a seat in front of his desk.

      “Please, sit.”

      I come around and sit, resting the grimoire in my lap. I get straight to the point.

      “I want to resurrect Rhiannon.”

      He grows still, then looks at me. The rune in his eye unnerves me, but also makes me wonder if he already knew my plan. The silence stretches, and I glance around the room, avoiding his calculating stare.

      He steeples his fingers and sighs.

      “Adeline, that is an enormous feat. Especially for one as young as you. It isn’t as simple as waking someone from a sleep or animating a corpse. Resurrecting someone is an advanced art, and there can be dire consequences.”

      I look at him and nod.

      “I know. Well, I mean, I think I mostly, maybe know.”

      I hold up the grimoire.

      “I read it takes an immortal sacrifice, but there is a very vague warning at the bottom of the page. I was wondering if you could help me figure out exactly what it means.”

      I open the book to the page I had been reading and put it in front of Connall. He reads silently until he gets to the footnote I'm concerned about. He reads it aloud, then looks at me.

      “What is your question?”

      I lean over the book and point to the words he just read.

      “What ultimate price will I have to pay? Isn’t killing someone and using their blood punishment enough?”

      He eyes me as I sit back down. He runs his hands through his long hair, unseating the owl, who gives a grumpy hiss, then flies into a carved out whiskey barrel across the room. Connall is clearly uncomfortable with this conversation.

      Finally, he answers, “All preternatural gifts that set us apart from our mythos brethren have an embedded security net. Otherwise, beings with added abilities could upset the balance of this world without repercussions. So, while sacrificing someone is a heavy burden to bear, there will also be a price paid by you personally.”

      I lean back in my chair and pull at the hem of my hoodie. I can understand why there is a cost I will have to pay. Playing with life and death means going against the gods in some ways. What I don’t understand is why someone would be equally penalized for looking ahead in time.

      I look at him.

      “I get why I would have to be personally punished in some way for raising someone the gods had taken from this world, but why you? Why the people who just look? I would understand if it carried the caveat of if you use it entirely for personal gain and influence a certain path that is detrimental to others but, really? Just for looking?”

      Again, he seems uncomfortable with this conversation. He straightens the pens on his desk and lets silence fill the room before speaking.

      “Adeline, this isn’t a topic I enjoy speaking about. But this is something you need to understand, given your abilities.”

      He leans back in his chair and crosses his arms over his chest.

      “There is a timeline and a flow to life that must be maintained. We are all given free will, but the different pathways we may or may not take are a part of the design of this world. Any given path leads to another and another. From one being to the next. It is a delicate artwork that has been spun by the Mighty One himself.”

      He pauses and clenches his jaw, glaring at the door behind me.

      “The gods are very protective of it. Once in a while, something unforeseen, even by the gods, takes hold and threatens the balance of this world. It is in those cases that the gods call on us to right it. They communicate with us in many ways, but the way they speak to someone with my ability is through visions. The visions can either be to warn us or to prepare us. Those are given to us freely and so there is no price.”

      He leans forward and purses his lips.

      “But there are those of us who seek more than what is given. They force the sight and gaze at paths not meant to be looked at, taking information not meant for an earthly being. The gods believe, somewhat grudgingly, in free will, so they don’t stop them, but they do make them pay a price.”

      Connall’s eyes give off a muted ice blue glow as he continues.

      “For most with a strong mind and just heart, the ill effects are fleeting, and they go on to recover. But for some, a darkness creeps into their hearts. They become addicted to that darkness and seek it more and more until they are lost.”

      His eyes are fully aglow now. The conversation is clearly upsetting him deeply. He flicks his tongue over one of his lengthened canines.

      “So there you have it. The truly evil beings get sucked further in until they are but a shadow of themselves. The others make a mistake here and there, learn from it, and move on. It is up to you to decide what path you will follow.”

      I watch as he raises from his desk and stomps to the door.

      “Connall, I'm sorry. I—“

      He grips the edge of the door, claws digging into the wood. He won’t look at me.

      “You’ve done nothing wrong. Have nothing to be sorry about. Just make sure your mind is strong enough to lead you back to yourself if you take that leap.”
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      William

      I toss and turn in my bed; the sheets trapping my legs after being moved around so many times. I am home in my own bed for the first time in days. It should relieve me to be in my own sanctuary. Instead, my anxiety is in full force.

      I have been sleeping in one of the spare rooms of the main house to be closer to Adeline. But after my talk with Torstan, I had gone straight to my house. I needed time to be alone and process everything. I thought the comfort of being in my home would soothe me somehow.

      It did for a time, but then I started feeling Addie’s absence. My house is less than a mile away from Connall's, nestled among the trees with a small dirt driveway leading down to it.

      The outside of the cabin style home is composed of brown stone and cedar. The open floor plan on the inside is much the same, except for the home's centerpiece. The massive fireplace is made of river rock. It rises all the way to the top of the two stories, with windows on either side of it.

      I always feel a sense of ease and contentment as soon as I walk through the front door. Now it just feels empty.

      Giving up on sleep, I roll out of bed and stretch. I trudge over to my walk-in closet and pull on boxer briefs, a white t-shirt, and gray sweatpants, then socks and the tennis shoes I’d left on the floor.

      I bound out over the front porch, then down the steps and into the trees off to the side of my home. I come out of the trees to a beaten down trail that stretches the length of the pack's land and jog.

      The moon above me feels amazing as it shines down. I need more of this feeling. I take off my shirt and begin working up a slight sweat in the moonlight.

      After my run, my feet automatically make it to the front of the main house. I had only planned on walking past it but stop in my tracks when I spot Addie sitting on the front steps.

      Her long, moon kissed hair falls in soft curls around her face as she gazes up at me. Her elbows rest on her knees, her chin on her interwoven fingers. Her skin almost glows in the moonlight. I will never tire of looking at her.

      She seems to take me in as well.

      I lift my chin and warm under her perusal. When she gets to my eyes and notices I see her staring, she quickly looks down, biting her lip. Gods, this female.

      I walk over and sit next to her.

      We say nothing for quite some time, just enjoy each other’s presence as we look up at the sky. I feel something within me settle and my beast practically purrs. This is the feeling I had been missing, just knowing she is close to me.

      I take a chance and wrap an arm around her shoulders, pulling her closer until our bodies are flush against one another.

      She surprises me by resting her head against my shoulder and wrapping her arms around my middle. Adeline is taking comfort from me. Words can’t describe what that means to me.

      “I read in Merrick's grimoire about what it takes to do a resurrection.” She sighs and snuggles closer. “You have to have an immortal sacrifice.”

      I tense but then relax under the feel of her breaths on my chest.

      “I guess I knew it would take something as strong as that to bring someone back. That’s an enormous thing to consider, taking a life to give it to another.”

      I feel her nod against me.

      “Yeah, at first I didn’t think I could do it. But then, I reasoned that I could easily pull someone from the Vromik that had aided in Rhiannon's death. Someone from the cave that attacked Torstan, for example. It wouldn’t be easy for me mentally, but if I knew they played a factor in her death, I know I could get through it.”

      She raises her head from my shoulder and looks into my eyes. “Does that make me evil? Being ok with ending someone's life? Even if they aren’t a great person and I would be giving life back to Rhiannon, who is the epitome of good?”

      I search her eyes and begin rubbing circles on her back.

      “I think everyone, especially immortals who live for centuries, have their own compass of what they can and can’t live with. Now, as they get older, they get more desensitized and their moral compass changes, so they aren’t as concerned about killing others if it serves their own agenda. But then there are some, like you, that are blessed with phenomenal powers right from the start. They have the ability to change the course of this world and right the things that are wrong in their eyes.”

      I trace her jaw, then hold her cheek in my hand. “Adeline Montgomery, you are not evil. You lost a good friend and ally and have the power to get her back. The fact that you are conflicted about it shows that you are good. You realize the seriousness of what your decision carries.”

      I feel her lean into my touch. Her eyes draw mine once more and while mine are softening, hers have taken on a distance.

      “There’s more.” She shifts out of my arms so we are fully facing each other, knees touching. “The grimoire mentions a second price I’ll have to pay, one that will affect me personally.” She grimaces. “I mean, besides the fact that I would be murdering someone.”

      She looks like she wants to smile but can’t quite make herself. “I asked Connall about it since he has experience with having a gift. He basically told me that unless the gods give you a sign that it’s ok, then it’s not. But, he also went on to say that as long as you have a strong mind and don’t deviate from your morals very often that you would get back to normal and everything would be ok.”

      I process her words in silence, looking very hard at her. She squirms under my stare. “So, I definitely paraphrased. He really said that if it's more of a one-time deal, I’d get through whatever punishment the gods seemed fit and get back to being me.”

      Adeline’s mouth turns down, and she absently runs a hand through her hair. “Addie, I can’t even begin to guess the gods' plan for you. I do know they gave you a gift that is typically dark in nature and associated with evil. But in my mind, they couldn’t have given it to a better immortal.”

      I take her hands in mine, loving how soft they feel. “You care about right and wrong. You have compassion paired with a desire for other people's happiness. You also know who you are and are the strongest female I’ve ever known.”

      I reach up and tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. “Adeline, ask yourself if it’s because you’re just mourning her loss… or if it’s the right thing to do in the grand scheme of things.”

      I cup her face in my hands and put my forehead to hers.

      “Thank you,” she whispers against my lips as she closes the distance between us. Her full lips feel like silk against mine as they give the slightest pressure. Normally my thoughts would be going to some nefarious places at this point; but I feel the words she won’t say.

      She needs me to be her sanctuary right now.

      She needs warmth and comfort, but most of all, she needs to feel safe. We kiss softly once, twice, a third time. Then I pull her into my lap and wrap my arms tightly around her, resting my chin on the top of her head.

      I feel one of her hands over my heart as her other hand wraps around and holds my hip. I breathe in her scent.

      It is home.

      As we hold each other and take solace in each other’s embrace, I feel the edges of my soul caress hers. I hold her tighter. “You are safe.”

    

  







            Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    




      Adeline

      I land in a heap after being thrown into one of the gym walls for what seems like the thousandth time. The morning after my talk with Will, I went to Everly and Josie to ask them for a favor. They have also been staying in the main house of the compound, which Everly has dubbed Con-Con’s Witchy Menagerie.

      He hates it, and yes, that is the point.

      I asked them to help me connect more with my powers and to train me in defensive magic. I have been a walking bruise in the days following that request.

      I gingerly pull myself into a sitting position and glare at Everly. “I understand you’re teaching me to block spells, but do you really have to indent the walls with my body whenever I let one slip through?”

      Everly cocks a hip at me and puts a hand over her mouth to cover a yawn. I push the curls out of my face that have come loose from my messy bun to glare at her better. While I am sweating like a pig and look a disheveled mess in my spandex shorts and oversized tee... Everly is a vision.

      She didn’t even bother with putting on workout gear. Instead, she is sporting her signature black on black outfit complete with combat boots. She rolls her eyes at me and brings magic to her raised palm.

      “How else am I supposed to enjoy this? It’s not like you’re actually trying.”

      My jaw drops and I push to my feet.

      “What do you mean, I'm not trying? I’ve blocked a majority of what you’ve thrown at me and returned your attacks every time!”

      I almost charge at her when she rolls her eyes again.

      “This isn’t a friendly game of tennis, Adeline. You’re supposed to be the Queen of the Dead, aka badass of the most high. Engage me like you fucking mean it. If I’d known you’d just be butterfly kissing me with your playground era attack spells, I would have told you to fuck off and gone to someone who was actually a challenge.”

      Ouch.

      I feel power slither around me and grit my teeth. Slowly, I advance on Everly, searching for weaknesses in her stance while she eyes me with sarcastic amusement. She puts her hands on either side of her face and sticks her bottom lip out at me.

      “Oh, no! Does wittle Addi-wi need a huggy-wuggy?”

      I smile.

      “How about some more butterfly kisses?”

      I hurl energy out. It goes straight through Everly's hastily thrown up shield. She sails through the air and lands on her ass about ten feet from where she'd been seconds ago.

      She pushes herself up and gives me a genuine smile.

      “Well all right, ma’am.”

      We grapple for another hour. I land more hits while taking less and less. Everly is an exceptional teacher. I actually feel good about myself by the end of the training session, even though I know she has been holding back a bit.

      We end by walking out together side by side, heading for the kitchen to raid the fridge. I choose the leftover lasagna Rory made last night while Everly goes for a coconut cake Malek tried hiding in the back of the fridge. We are going over different hexes and eating together on the breakfast counter of the island when William strolls in.

      “I'm telling ya, Addie, there is nothing like hexing an arch nemesis to be swarmed by mosquitoes every time they say ‘help’. You should really brush up on your hex game.”

      Will looks at me, then shakes his head at Everly.

      She looks between the two of us and throws her hands up.

      “Oh please! Just because Prince Broodyful comes into the room, you want to act all goody two shoes?”

      She gets up and storms towards the archway leading to the hallway.

      “Try not to break anything when you’re pretending not to want to do each other!”

      I blush and look at her now empty plate. Way to leave things as awkward as possible, Ev. The silence builds until I hop up and go to one of the white-lacquered cabinets. Cup in hand, I go to the fridge and keep my back to Will as I fill it with water.

      “She’s just a ray of sunshine, isn’t she?”

      I look over my shoulder and can’t help but laugh. He is leaning against the counter by the sink, scratching the back of his head.

      Looking as anxious as I feel.

      Sun shines in from the windows above the counter, accenting the highlights in his hair and the contours of his muscles. I’ll never tire of looking at him.

      Where the hell did that thought come from?

      He gives a raspy chuckle, causing the white shirt he is wearing to tighten over his chest. I can’t help but drool over the solid expanse of his pecs.

      My breaths turn shallow when I meet his eyes and see the heat I feel reflected back at me. We continue to look at each other, neither willing to stop our perusal.

      “If you keep looking at me like that, Adeline, I will do something about it,” he warns.

      My breath hitches, but I don’t look away. I feel my nipples pearl and heat rush to my core as I watch Will’s pupils dilate, his fingers turning white around the glass he’s holding.

      I jump when it shatters, but don’t have time to process the blood stemming from his palm. I am hitched up by my hips and sat roughly on top of the island.

      He pushes himself between my thighs and buries a hand in my hair, jerking my head back so he can capture my lips. We both moan at the contact, deepening the kiss and breathing each other in. I clutch him closer, my hands balling in his shirt and pulling him in while locking my ankles just above his ass.

      The grip on my thighs tightens to a bruising degree, then moves around to push me flush against his erection as his fingers knead my ass. I can feel him hard as steel against my most intimate parts.

      I shudder at the delicious contact.

      Our tongues tangle together as we explore each other and drink in each other’s gasps. I feel the expanse of his chest, then trail my fingers down to the rippled muscles of his abdomen. They tense and twitch under my gentle touch.

      I need to feel them skin to skin.

      I pull the hem of his shirt up and break our kiss long enough to pull it over his head. Will responds in kind. I watch his eyes grow hooded as he takes in the swell of my covered breasts and flared hips.

      I want more of that look.

      Slowly, I reach behind me, unclasping my bra then sliding the straps from my shoulders. It falls to the floor and Will growls at the sight of me fully bared. I can feel his gaze on me and can’t help but lean back so he can look his fill.

      I whimper as he tentatively cups one breast, then the other. He leans down and lets me feel his warm breath on a nipple before covering it with his mouth and flicking it with his tongue.

      My head falls back, but quickly snaps up with a throaty gasp when he pinches my other nipple, then rolls it back and forth between his fingers. My panting grows louder as he lavishes attention on my breasts.

      I clench him with my thighs and grasp the back of his head, pulling him closer to me.

      The head of his shaft pulses against the seam of my shorts. It brings a fresh wave of wetness to my core. I arch my hips and grind against him, earning a deep bellow. His teeth gently nip at my breasts while I mewl against him.

      I pull him up by his hair, biting his lower lip, then claiming his mouth once more.

      Our tongues dance together as he moves against the cradle of my thighs. A delicious friction works up between us, melting me and making his hold on me turn punishing.

      That’s when we hear movement down the hall from us. I jerk away from Will in alarm, but he holds me close.

      Someone is coming.

      I look up at him, alarm warring with frustration at the interruption.

      I had been close, so fucking close.

      He seems to read my thoughts. I am hoisted against him and carried into the walk-in pantry just before Connall and Malek come striding into the kitchen.

      They are talking about plans to refortify the holding cells but grow silent as they come to the island.

      “Why does it smell like sex in here?”

      My cheeks flush at Connall’s question. Will stifles a laugh in the crook of my neck.

      Malek's deep voice is next.

      “Probably because there are clothes and shattered glass on the floor. It was either a fight or a fucking.” I hear him breathe deep. “Adeline and Will, from the scent of it.”

      Can you die from embarrassment? Asking for a friend.

      “Most of the time a female doesn’t take the time to remove her bra in a fight.”

      Kill me now.

      Will stiffens against me, no doubt thinking about another male handling my underwear. I caress his chest and kiss along his jaw. He relaxes under my touch.

      We hear the fridge open and close. Then Malek mutters an oath when he realizes the coconut cake is gone. I hold my breath until I hear footsteps make their way to the theater room down the hall.

      I know they will still be able to hear us if we speak. I touch Will’s shoulder, signaling for him to let me down.

      I freeze when I see mischief glinting in his eyes.

      I glare back and shake my head.

      He takes a step forward and gently sits me down on the cherry wood wine cabinet against the wall of the pantry. I look up at him, his gaze sending shivers down my back. He leans forward and gives me a chaste kiss, then pulls back and engulfs me in the inferno that is his eyes.

      They promise wicked things.

      My heart feels like it will beat out of my chest as he leans in and nibbles my earlobe, then whispers, “Let’s see how quiet you can be.”

      I stop breathing.

      He picks me up before I can register what’s happening and rips down my shorts and underwear, then sits my back down. I can’t help but gasp at the cool surface on my ass.

      The knowledge that I am completely vulnerable with him in this moment.

      He cups my breasts, growling in approval, then slides one hand lower.

      I fight back a moan, trying to control myself when his finger circles my apex. I dig my fingers into his shoulders, clutching him to me as he dips a finger into my core.

      When he pulls back to look at me, I use the extra space between us to find his length. A low rumble starts in his chest as I work my hand up and down his shaft over his pants.

      “Shhh shhh, we have to be quiet… remember?”

      I tease him but have to stifle a moan of my own when he thrusts a finger inside while rubbing a thumb in just the right place.

      I feel him tense, then pause when he stretches the thin barrier of my maidenhead.

      I lean forward and bite the crook of his neck. He shudders, then pulls back from me, still playing with my bundle of nerves.

      “Fuck it,” he murmurs.

      William goes to his knees and buries his tongue inside me.

      I have just enough time to throw a sound proof dome around us before I throw my head back and scream.

      My fingers weave in his hair and pull him closer to my center, grinding against his tongue. I feel the vibrations of his growl against me and shake in ecstasy.

      He licks up and down my folds, then circles his tongue around my bundle of nerves before sucking it into his mouth.

      That delicious tension builds and builds with each flick of his talented tongue.

      My thighs begin to shake on either side of his head. When he pushes a finger back into my tightness, moans I barely recognize as my own turn into one scream after another. The tension within me fills to the brim and spills over.

      Will continues to drink me in as stars dot my vision. My body quakes with the aftershocks of the most powerful orgasm I have ever had.

      I gently tug the hair at the back of his head until he looks up at me. My inner walls thrum and I whimper as I watch him lick my honey from his lips.

      I pull him up.

      Just before our lips touch, I whisper something that has me grinning and him looking like it’s Christmas morning.

      “My turn.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




William

      I can’t think.

      Adeline’s arousal scents the air and her warm body is still shaking against me from the orgasm I just laved from her.

      Thinking of how her body had flushed so beautifully and how her throaty moans had filled the air has me on the brink of spilling.

      When I felt the evidence of her virginity, it made me hesitate, dazedly wondering if I should slow down.

      But, when she bit my neck and held me through my pants, all contemplations of slowing down left my mind.

      There will be no going back from this.

      I already felt the pull of her soul before, but now, I know mine recognizes hers.

      It’s in the way our eyes meet, and the feel of our bodies together.

      It’s how my moods automatically pick up on hers, delighting when she is happy and protecting when she’s sad.

      This is my mate.

      My thoughts of tenderness are amplified by the warmth emanating from her. She stands and walks me back a couple of steps, her nails gently scratching down my chest.

      Addie goes up on her toes to give me a searing kiss. My arms wrap around her, one traveling down and kneading her ass. She kisses along my jaw and then lets her tongue trail down my neck.

      I hear the snaps to my jeans open and my pants are suddenly around my ankles as she nuzzles me and whispers, “Consider this a soundproof room. Be as loud as you want, baby.”

      A roar builds within as I feel her mouth on my chest. She trails gentle kisses downward, tracing every indent of muscle along her way.

      The contrast of nails paired with the gentle touch of her lips drives me wild.

      She begins slowly licking once she gets to the trail of hair leading from just below my navel to my shaft. I can’t look away from her as she licks and kisses her way to me.

      Her lusty eyes meet mine as she grasps me with one hand and darts her tongue over my tip.

      I growl and put one hand on the shelf behind me, then wind my fingers through her hair with the other. She doesn’t break eye contact as her hand works up and down while rolling her tongue over my crown. When a pearl of moisture beads on me, she licks it away and moans.

      A sheen of sweat blooms on my forehead as I resist the urge to thrust into her mouth. Adeline seems to sense my struggle because she closes her eyes and sucks me down to the root.

      I throw my head back, the veins in my neck cording as I growl and hold on for dear life.

      Her silky lips and tongue work and roll up and down my dick in an exquisite rhythm, bringing me to the edge. A bellow travels its way up from deep inside me, my canines elongating with the fierceness of my arousal.

      I ease my hold on her head so that my claws don’t pierce her skin, but she seems to enjoy the feel of them. When I feel a tentative touch on my sack, I almost overflow with the sensation.

      “Yes. Yes, Adeline. So. Good.”

      The suction from her mouth grows, and her tongue licks me into a frenzy.

      “I'm going to spend, Adeline. Right on your talented tongue.”

      I begin to pull her back, but she sucks me down harder, sending me over the edge and shooting down her throat.

      I yell to the ceiling and can’t help bucking into her parted lips.

      She takes all of me, wringing the pleasured shouts until I pull her back. I take her up into my arms, then sit on the floor with her in my lap.

      We are both breathing heavily in the dark, clinging to each other and basking in the afterglow of what just transpired between us.

      I am in awe.

      I feel her warm breath as she giggles against me.

      “So much for being quiet.”

      I hold her closer and smile against the top of her hair.

      “Doesn’t mean I'm not pulling you into every closet I can from here on out.”

      She gives a throaty laugh and wraps her arms around my neck, looking up at me with an expression that takes my breath away.

      I take her lips in a soft kiss, grudgingly letting her go when she moves to stand and holds her hand out to help me do the same.

      We dress in what made it to the closet, then she stays in the pantry while I slip out into the kitchen to collect our remaining clothes. Her bra has been picked up and is displayed on the counter while our shirts are on the floor where we’d left them.

      I snatch her bra, then grab the shirts. I hand Addie’s things to her through the cracked door while I slip my shirt over my head.

      She comes out with a bright smile, immediately wrapping her arms around my waist. I do the same and grin down at her.

      I kiss her forehead, then look into her sparkling eyes.

      “You know what this means?” I ask.

      She smiles back at me.

      “What?” she replies.

      I hold her gaze, then study the rest of her face. Her cheeks are still flushed a rosy pink, and her lips are swollen and crimson from my attention. The blue and green coloring her eyes almost seems to glow with her contentment, mesmerizing me.

      “You’re mine.”

    

  







            Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    




      Adeline

      The next couple of weeks pass much like before. I meet with Everly and we spell our way through fights while trash talking. Then I meet with Josie in the kitchen (I blush every time I see that damned pantry now) and work on brewing potions. I end in the greenhouse for meditation, so I can connect more with my powers.

      Raedans have trickled in from all over the world, gathering numbers and tightening alliances, so they can put forth a plan of action. I am a part of the daily discussions and am surprised that everyone has accepted me so quickly into their ranks.

      With so many in the house, I was shocked the first time Will had made good on his threat about closets. It turns out he also meant alcoves, bathrooms, and any uninhabited room on the grounds as well.

      I have gotten superb at soundproofing spells.

      I am insatiable for him. No matter where I am or what I am doing, all he has to do is give me that knowing grin and everything else fades away. I would be lying if I said I hadn’t pulled William into my fair share of rooms as well.

      We have slaked ourselves with each other so many times, but still haven’t taken that final step.

      At first, I had appreciated William taking his time. But now… I want more. My body craves him inside mine, wants to give that part of myself to him.

      Being on the run my entire life hadn’t exactly left time for dating. But I know that even if it had, no one would have ever compared to Will. When he had said I am his after that first time together, I had reeled at the rightness of it.

      I have prepared myself to play my V card, etching a subtle contraceptive rune on the inside of my arm for when the time comes.

      A balled up wad of paper hits me square in the nose. I almost topple out of the chair I had planted myself in, the book in my lap falling to my feet. I glare as Josie laughs at me.

      “Stop giving me googly eyes. It’s freaking me out!”

      Josie tries to sound stern but can’t seem to keep a straight face. I blush, my head had been in the gutter again. I look around me as other immortals in the library shift, glancing up at the outburst.

      I have been pouring over old books with my team in the evenings, searching for any hint that could lead to the last goddess needed to bring forth the Morrigan: Anu.

      Apparently, my mind would rather think of closets and kisses instead of the impending doom looming over the world.

      Rory chuckles beside me, her satiny black hair giving off a blue tint in the light. “Care to share with the class what you were thinking about?”

      Everly rolls her eyes and I blush. “I already have to walk around a house wreaking of sex; I don’t want the details to go with it.”

      Rory catches Everly's eyes. “Try having werewolf senses. We not only smell that in the air.” She leans forward toward Everly. “We can also smell who is giving it off.”

      We hear some wolves in the room give quieted chuckles as Everly’s eyes widen.

      Her brows furrow, and she looks down, suddenly very occupied with her research. Josie and I look at each other, mouths open in surprise and intrigue.

      Apparently, I’m not the only one getting romanced.

      I settle back into my book, delving into one of the many mythologies that surround the goddess Anu. Like most of the other books, this one named Anu, the mother of Ireland. It describes her as a fertility goddess who thrived on sex and bestowed blessings on barren women in the form of a child in their womb.

      'But as lifetimes rolled by, Anu’s hunger could no longer be fully sated with the pleasures of the flesh. Just as she was the embodiment of life, she also grew fascinated with death. The darkness whispered to her one night, drawing her from sleep and into the woods. Five mortals stood in a clearing, naked and shackled to posts.

      A cloaked being greeted Anu, then began making shallow cuts in one of the mortal’s abdomens. Anu protested, but as soon as the scent of blood hit her nostrils, she stilled. She became entranced by the trickle of blood and the sight of exposed muscle and bone. Cries of the people being tortured hooded her eyes, and she soon joined in the frenzy of torture.

      The next morning Anu awoke, covered in blood and viscera: fully sated. Her love of life and obsession with death made her constantly at odds with herself. She continued to feed on sex but would struggle with the compulsion to give in to her darker side and feast on bloodshed and death. The two passions paired with her conscience warred within her, pushing her to the verge of taking her own life.

      That is, until she merged with Badb, the goddess of war, and Macha, warrior goddess of sovereignty. Together, they formed the Morrigan. A monster of a goddess, also known as the Phantom Queen. The Morrigan reigned over the Irish countryside, guarding her allies while crushing anyone who dared encroach on them.

      Her shrieks when entering the battlefield are said to have not only rendered the warriors’ sword hands useless with fear, they also prepared the souls who were about to be ripped from their earthly bodies. The gods felt the upset in the balance but hesitated in intervening, their eyes turned towards the curious absence of her in their timeline.

      Which had been the Morrigan's plan. She had twisted and obscured her presence from even them, so they would be utterly blind to the fact that she grasped the reigns of fate. A goddess had never reached so high or been so successful in her plotting. It wasn’t until the Most High sent her plans crashing down around her that the Raedans were able to disband her being, locking each of the three goddesses away and letting them fade from history.’

      I slam the book shut in frustration, startling Rory at my side. I get that not everything is easy pickings, but I’m about to lose my mind. I would pay a fortune for an information retrieving spell so I don’t have to keep doing this. Hell, even a fucking nudge in the right direction would be nice at this point.

      “Why didn’t anyone think to write down the exact locations? I’ve read over and over about each one’s backstory and the hellish time when they were the Morrigan, but nothing even alluding to Anu’s location, much less the others. I mean, when the Most High, aka God of anything and everything, has to smite someone, you’d think people would record it to its fullest.”

      Rory shakes her head and marks her place in the book she has been reading before closing it. I stiffen as Dorian comes into my line of sight, sitting next to me. He nods his head at both of us and addresses the question I had definitely not been asking him.

      “On the rare occasion that things have gotten bad enough for the Most High to step in, the details outlining the event are always vague. This is on purpose of course, because who in their right mind would one: leave breadcrumbs to something that had to be smote down by the Creator, and two: had the potential to anger the Most High by giving information to something that caused him to intercede in the first place.”

      A wrinkle forms between my eyebrows as I turn his words over in my mind. “But then how did the Vromik know the locations of not only Badb, but Macha too? We have dozens of immortals working with us on this, and the Vromik have been one step ahead at every turn. What do they know that we don’t?”

      Dorian places a hand on my chair and leans towards me, speaking in a hushed tone. “It’s not what they know, Adeline. It’s who they have.”

      I returned his gaze, my brows furrowing further. “What do you mean?”

      “Think about it. We are a powerful alliance with Raedans in our ranks who were responsible for imprisoning the goddesses. True, the ones with us aren’t the originals who had a hand in it, but still. It isn’t written in any tome we have found or any story we have heard. You would think the information would be passed down by word to a select few instead of being taken to the grave.”

      I sit back, unease turning my stomach. “You think the information was passed down, but not to any of the Raedans here? Which means the Vromik have the immortal charged with protecting each goddesses’ location.”

      Dorian gives a solemn nod. “I told Connall and William as much. I don’t think the prisoner has given the information willingly either; otherwise, the Morrigan would have already been unleashed.”

      I look from Josie and Everly in front of me, then to Rory at my side. They are all still as statues, silent and taking in every word. I turn back to Dorian as I speak.

      “A group is gathering in Connall's office now. Our plan is to pinpoint where they could hold such a prisoner and lay siege to it. Aisling hasn’t received any further intel, so we don’t know that Anu's location has been compromised yet.”

      He stands, his towering frame casting a shadow over me. “We need to retrieve the mythos before the Vromik can extract the information they need. You need to be in there with us to go over strategy.”

      With that, he turns on his heel and leaves the room.

    

  







            Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    




      William

      I sit in an eerily quiet, crowded room.

      Dorian just shared his theory of the Vromik having an imprisoned Raedan. Connall and I have already been told, as had Adeline. Dorian and Aisling occupy the seats in front of Connall's massive desk. Connall sits behind it, his fingers steepled, while Adeline and I stand off to the side of him.

      Everyone else is fanned out around the room. Connall and I are both studying everyone’s reactions. We only have ten of the immortals in here with us, the strongest and oldest of their respective factions.

      I am looking for tells that show any shred of guilt. Dorian, Connall, and I had met before this meeting. Not only to discuss this new speculation, but also the added seriousness behind it.

      If there really is a Raedan trusted with such information, it isn’t likely that the Vromik trapped them on their own.

      Which means there is potentially another traitor in our ranks. Not only a traitor, but one who has more power than the leaders of the factions. They have to have access to information that Connall and Dorian do not.

      My beast is all but bursting to get out of me and shred anyone who even hints that they know about this.

      As if sensing the frayed tightrope my mind is walking, Adeline weaves her fingers through my hand and squeezes.

      I look down at her, and the tension in my shoulders eases. I had been careful not to intervene when others questioned her presence here at the start of this meeting. Instead, I envisioned popping heads off and displaying them at her feet, but knew she was strong enough to command respect all on her own.

      And that she did.

      She had radiated an otherworldly calm. A subtle wind had come from her, haloing her hair around her lithe body. She had pushed it out to raise the ones scowling at her off their feet and up to the ceiling.

      Everyone had quickly resolved their issues with her after that. I smile, remembering how fierce she had been.

      “While that is an enjoyable story, Dorian, how do we know it’s true?” Bronwynn, one of the few air elemental demons within the Raedans, speaks up. Her light brown hair is pulled tightly back, making the harsh angles of her face seem almost unnatural. She has barely spoken a word since she has gotten here a couple days ago, yet I have watched her observe everyone to an unnerving degree.

      Dorian looks at her, no doubt expecting this, even wanting the doubt in him to be put out there.

      He had, after all, had a traitor under his nose the whole time. Not everyone fully believes Dorian's innocence in Nero’s treachery. I had questioned it for a while, even having known him for so long and having fought by his side numerous times.

      But I have faith in him. Dorian is many things, but his word is good. I know the lack of confidence has to rankle Dorian, but his face is stoic as he answers.

      “I have thought of many scenarios, and this is one that makes good sense to me. How did they know not only Badb and Macha's location, but how to set them free? We have scoured every history of the Morrigan, to no avail. The witches have tried to scry for them with no success. We have had immortals look into the past to see the circumstances of their imprisonment, only to be struck mad and mute. The Raedans are the ones that aided in the three goddesses' imprisonment and though there are no physical records, I refuse to believe that the information was not passed down amongst them.”

      Dorian pauses and passes a hand over his mouth. “It would also stand to reason that this Raedan they have is not giving the information lightly. If he or she were a willing accomplice, then the Morrigan would have been restored by now. I think whoever they have is being slowly broken, only seeding information little by little. It would explain their slow progression.”

      Connall nods once in concurrence with Dorian. “I agree with Dorian. It is nothing concrete, but it is better than any other theories floating around. I would like to assemble a team to go out and gather intel on Vromik locations that could be a holding place for a high value prisoner.”

      Vincere steps forward. The fire demon's eyes are solid black as he addresses the room. “What are we going to do about the attacks? Badb and Macha have already begun whittling away at our forces with their cowardly sneak attacks. The fire demons just lost a decorated war hero and his family because a Vromik witch did a sleeping spell on the house while Badb went from room to room, slitting the throats of the entire family, young included. We can’t just stand by while they target our people one by one.”

      I bristle. It is bad enough that the bitches fight without honor, but to kill younglings? I feel Adeline drop my hand as she takes a step from me, gaining the floor’s attention.

      “I agree with Vincere. We can’t just leave our allies or their families defenseless. I would like to gather a team of witches to ward homes. The Vromik may still breach the defenses, but it would at least give our people warning.” I watch anger glitter in her eyes. “It would eliminate the threat of having one’s throat slit while sleeping, at least.”

      The room murmurs in agreement. Vincere nods in acceptance. “You will need to be ebbed from home to home; we are many and spread far. I volunteer to help.”

      Torstan raises a hand and seconds Vincere. I look at my friend. Rhiannon's death has taken a toll on him. The normally happy and laid back demon now appears as if a shadow has been cast over him.

      Torstan’s eyes are bloodshot; his body thrumming with a tension that sets my beast on alert. Rhiannon had been more to him than just a mere conquest. My friend had been in love with her.

      The meeting ends with Connall, Aisling, Adeline, Dorian, Roxana, and Bronwynn each leading a group of their choosing to scout out Vromik strongholds. As pack beta, Malek will stay behind and ensure the compound's safety. Adeline, along with Vincere and Torstan, will assemble a group of witches and others able to ebb to ward their allies’s residences.

      I will convene with the other Raedans on sight to gather information on the possibility of sacred information being passed down to a select few. I will also send word of a possible Raedan hostage to the Raedans’ leader, Silas.

      I have never met the wolf, but have heard tales of his cunning on and off the battlefield. They have nicknamed him ‘Fox’ for his sharp-witted mind and his notoriety for being unpredictable.

      As I walk down the hall of the main floor with the adjourned group, my hackles raise. Each passing male has their eyes on Adeline. She looks straight ahead, appearing not to notice, but I pop my jaw and lunge when I notice a bloodsucker do a double take at her ass.

      I have the vamp up against the wall and pinned before anyone else can take notice. The blond vampire appears alarmed at first, but as my claws sink into the male’s chest, he snaps fangs at me. I smile, which seems to unnerve the vampire.

      “Keep your eyes to yourself, fanger, or I’ll make you eat them.”

      The vampire's gaze hardens, but he nods, sensing how close I am to turning. I ease the vampire down and remove my claws, but don’t step back. The vampire slowly moves to the side of me and then makes his way down the hall, avoiding the stares that have zeroed in on us both.

      I feel Adeline’s gaze in particular on me as I face her.

      She is a few steps from me, an eyebrow raised and her arms crossed. I come within inches of her as I watch her fingers drum on her upper arms. “You on ogle patrol?”

      I see a smile threatening the corners of her mouth as I wrap my arms around her. “You’re the most beautiful female I’ve ever seen, so I understand you’ll get your fair share of longing gazes.” I tip her chin back with one claw. “But the assholes will at least be respectful about it.”

      I close the distance with a kiss, uncaring that we have an audience. In fact, all the better we do. Now there will be no disputing who we are to each other. I pull back and am dazzled by her wide grin.

      “That’s my wolf.”

      I gather the hair that is threatening to fall in her face and tuck it behind an ear. “That’s my witch.”
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      Adeline

      I return to my room well after sunset.

      Vincere and Torstan recruited an air demon named Set, a fire demoness named Rashida, and two vampires from Dorian's coven: Dimitri and Malakai. They will ebb the witches to and from the Raedan’s homes and be on the lookout for Vromik while the barriers are put up. I will have to start writing names down so I don’t go blank five minutes after meeting someone.

      I have managed to gather five witches for my group. Josie and Everly are more than happy to help. Everly even contacted one of her cousins to join the fray. The other two are Raedan witches, eager to help with the protection spells as they both have families that they just finished moving into safe houses.

      I also gave Connall a list of supplies I need to complete the daunting list of homes in need of protection.

      I am exhausted.

      I take a quick shower, letting the scalding water ease the tension in my muscles, then brush my teeth and run mousse through my platinum curls. I don an oversized t-shirt and underwear, then get under the covers.

      I expect sleep to claim me immediately, but I can’t seem to stem the thoughts running through my head.

      Will is at the forefront of them.

      He leaves tomorrow with his team and I don’t know when he will return. I’ve gotten so used to seeing him every day, of knowing that he’s safe. I know my guy can more than take care of himself.

      But I also know from firsthand experience that the Vromik do not fight fair. Anxiety has me getting out of bed and pulling on shorts and flip-flops, then heading out my bedroom door.

      I don’t meet anyone in the hallway or while going down the stairs, but pause when I hear a hushed conversation going on in the main living room. It’s between Rory and Connall. They quiet upon hearing my approach.

      I feel heat redden my cheeks and wave at them as I pass by, then head for the front door.

      Fresh, crisp air fills my lungs as I gaze up at the stars intermittently on my walk towards the forested driveway that leads to Will’s home. He answers the door on the second knock, as if he has been waiting for me. He gives a serene smile and steps back, closing the door once I’m inside.

      I step into his arms and close my eyes when his chin rests on top of my head. We stand there in silence for a long while, just holding each other and listening to the crackling of the fire in the fireplace nearby. His fingertips give the slightest pressure to my lower back, coaxing me closer.

      I breathe him in. His scent immediately eases my anxiety and wraps me up like a warm blanket.

      In William, I have found my sanctuary.

      He relaxes his hold and moves back just enough so he can see my face. I peer up at him, trying to smile, but not quite able to manage it. He cups the side of my face and brushes his thumb over my cheek.

      “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

      I slide my hand around the back of Will’s neck, pulling him down while raising on my tiptoes. Our lips meet in the middle for an earth-shattering kiss.

      I contemplated about a hundred different things I had wanted to say to him once I got through that door… but none of it would have communicated my feelings like this kiss.

      I pour my heart out into that embrace and it is more than returned by him.

      He parts my lips with his own, then engulfs me in heat as his tongue caresses mine. Our tongues entwine repeatedly, eliciting sounds of passion from both of us. The kiss is searing me to the bone.

      I lose myself to the sensation of it, gladly wrapping my legs around William’s waist as he lifts me up and grinds himself against me.

      We break the kiss on ragged moans at the feel of ourselves flush against each other. He captures me in a heated gaze, then grips my ass as I move my core against him. Will growls when I clutch his shoulders, crying out his name.

      It is in that moment that I let all the walls around my heart crumble.

      All the hurt I’ve felt, all the fear I have held onto vanishes, burned in the flames that Will has ignited within me. In its place grows an emotion that engraves his name into my very soul.

      I fill my gaze with the intensity that has consumed me and capture his eyes, laying my emotions bare before him.

      I watch his eyes soften, the vulnerability I shared mirrored in him. My eyes dip to his mouth, then back up. Our connection turns molten as the sweet tension around us builds to a fever pitch.

      “I want you.”

      Will’s lips crash against mine as soon as the words leave my mouth.

      I feel us moving and pull back to find Will taking the stairs two at a time. He lavishes kisses on my earlobes and neck, grazing me with his teeth as he carries me through the upstairs hallway to his bedroom.

      On any other day, I would have marveled at the ornately carved king-sized bed and gigantic skylight right above it. I would have brushed my hands against the silky softness of the cream bedding and giggled at the numerous discarded pieces of clothing on the floor. But right now, I am too busy adding more of Will’s clothing to that collection.

      I work his shirt up and over his head, then work on my own as my knees hit the end of the bed. Will growls as I bare my breasts to him and lifts me higher so he can take a nipple into his mouth.

      My head falls back and I gasp at the sensation of him tonguing me. He moves us to the center of the bed and my back nestles into the covers as he sits back on his heels. He worships my body with his gaze, every movement of those hooded eyes like a caress to my skin.

      “So beautiful.”

      I draw my knees up and hold his gaze as I trace my collarbone, then down between my breasts.

      His eyes grow wide, then back to smoldering as I trail down my abdomen to the edge of my shorts. I trace back and forth over the top. The sight of Will watching me causes my inner walls to tighten.

      That look is a touch all on its own.

      I intended to tease him, to make him wait to see me. I raise my hand to finish undressing him, but a tearing sound has me looking down just in time to see my bottoms and panties ripped from my body.

      “Oh!” I cry out but am quickly silenced by the hungry look Will gives. He growls and reaches down to palm himself as he looks at my bared flesh. I close my legs on instinct, but he brings his hands over my raised knees, nuzzling them apart and baring my most private parts to him.

      “By all the gods,” he rasps, making me whimper and arch my back. His gaze is a caress on my body, making me writhe in pleasure. He delves a finger into my folds, stirring me, and building the wetness that has already drenched the apex of my thighs.

      I fist the sheets beside me as Will makes lazy circles around my bundle of nerves, almost making the ecstasy burning through me spill over.

      I raise up and capture his lips. He growls into my mouth as I rip his pants and boxer briefs down to his knees, then stroke his length.

      We grow frenzied for each other, licking and biting, swallowing each other's gasps, then coming back for more. I lay back, taking Will’s mouth with me. I whimper in protest when he breaks the kiss and stops moving his fingers against me.

      Hunger dances in his eyes, tinged with an intense seriousness. He holds himself just above my body, an intoxicating electricity burning in the space between us.

      “There will be no coming back from this, Adeline. If I take you tonight, you will be mine forever.”

      I writhe against him, then wrap my fingers around his length, earning a guttural moan from him as he thrusts into my palm.

      “Forever,” I whisper against his lips, then seal it with a kiss.

      Will trails his lips along my jawline to just under my ear. He licks his way down my neck and bites into the flesh at the base.

      My back arches and my nails score down his back.

      “I'm ready!” I moan.

      His strained chuckle is the only reply. I look down just as he hovers over the dip between my breasts, licking a line down my sternum to the hollow of my navel. I lean up on my elbows and watch in rapture as his kiss meets my mound and his tongue flicks against my most sensitive parts.

      I give a throaty moan and jerk my hips up just as his shoulders settle against the back of my thighs.

      He licks tenderly at first, but as soon as I feel one of his fingers delve into my tightness, his mouth feasts.

      I let my body fall back against the bed and barely recognize the lust-filled sounds coming from me.

      William adds another finger to my virgin sheath, scissoring them inside, preparing me for him. The delicious fire within me builds and builds, each flick of his wicked tongue and thrust of his talented fingers, stoking it and turning me into an inferno.

      Without warning, the blaze erupts, arching my back and sending me screaming to the ceiling with my orgasm.

      When I come back down, Will is on his knees before me, absentmindedly stroking his length while gazing down at me with the look of a male consumed.

      I cry out as he runs the crown of his member against my folds, making it glisten with my arousal. He leans forward and puts his forehead to mine. I cup both sides of his face and hold his gaze as I feel the tip of him at my entrance. William’s jaw squares and perspiration beads his face as he slowly works the head inside.

      A deep rumble from within him paired with his frenzied eyes shows just how much he is fighting to control himself and go slow. I clench around his width to an almost uncomfortable degree. Pain makes itself known as his length meets my maidenhead and stretches it. As if sensing my discomfort, he kisses me gently.

      “Easy, love; relax yourself.”

      His thumb and forefinger lightly pinch the bud just above my entrance, causing my hips to flex and my knees to fall open as I gasp against his lips.

      He bites my bottom lip as his finger rubs back and forth over that ambrosian bundle of nerves.

      I forget about the pain.

      He steals my gaze and surges forward, taking my virginity and claiming me as his.

      A sharp twinge of pain makes my eyes water and clamp shut. Will tenses and stills inside me, letting me get used to the fullness. He sifts his fingers through my hair and gently kisses my cheek.

      “Are you alright, Addie?”

      He looks stricken when I open my welling eyes. I felt a stinging pain initially, but the tears aren’t really from that.

      My heart swells in my chest as I smile up at him.

      “It hurt a little but...” I can’t help but giggle, flexing myself around him, which turns my laughter into gasps. “This just feels so right. I’ve never felt closer to another.”

      William’s lusty eyes are laced with warmth as he leans down and kisses me. “Neither have I. This is where I'm meant to be, Addie. Right here, with you.”

      He raises up on his forearms, watching my face as he slowly withdraws, then thrusts forward.

      “Oh!”

      A tingling pleasure replaces the pain. I feel every inch of him against every inch of me. I grab onto his bulging biceps as he pulls back and surges forward with more force this time, slapping our skin together, and tearing moans from both of our throats. He sinks into a delicious rhythm after that.

      Will glides in and out of me, picking up speed when I sink my nails into his ass.

      The feeling of him inside me drives me wild. Pressure builds inside me until I am on the verge of overflowing once more. The muscles of my sheath thrum against Will, his thrusts turning more frantic, our mingled moans growing louder.

      I scream his name as a weightlessness overcomes me and dots my vision.

      My channel clenches, milking Will’s seed from him as he throws his head back to bellow at the strength of his release. I float in that euphoric state for what seems like an eternity. William collapses on top of me, his ragged breaths in my hair, still slowly thrusting inside me.

      I try to lift my arm to wrap it around him, but can’t even manage to raise it from the bed. I am utterly spent. We lay there basking, entwined together, as close as two beings can be.

      He pulls out of me, eliciting a sigh from both of us, then goes to his back and pulls me to his side. I rest my head on his shoulder, a hand over his hammering heart. I close my eyes when he kisses the top of my head, then drift off to the sound of his contented breaths.
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      William

      I wake the next morning feeling more content than I’ve ever been in my long life. This is what everyone means when they say ‘when you know, you know’. Everything feels different now.

      Better.

      I feel like my whole life up until this point has just been a haze and she is the clarity that finally brought everything into focus. Everything I have gone through, all the shit that threatened to break me, was worth it.

      It all led me to her.

      And she somehow found it in her heart to forgive me.

      To choose me.

      Adeline and I made love three more times last night. I had been hesitant at first, thinking her body needed time to recover.

      But she had rolled me to my back and quickly demonstrated how greedy her body is for me.  I’ll never get enough of her, and it seems she’s more than ok with that.

      I smile against her hair and wrap my arm tighter over her hip. My lusty female. She showed me more pleasure in one night than I have known in my lifetime. Being with her in this way, claiming her as my own, has cemented her image forever in my heart.

      We haven’t said the words yet, but I can feel her love for me rolling off of her as she lazily draws circles on my chest. I roll to my side, looking down at her nestled into me.

      The sight makes my breath hitch.

      I will never forget how she looks in this moment. Her pale blond curls halo out over my pillow, hazel eyes are alight with happiness, and pale pink graces the bow of her lips as they curl into a seductive smile.

      “Hey there.”

      I smile and lean down, pressing my lips to hers. I feel myself harden for her instantly, but end the kiss and pull the covers up over both of us. She has to be sore after the night we’ve had. I can wait until she is ready for me again. But as soon as she says the word I’m taking her back to this bed and not letting her out until she begs.

      I love it when she begs.

      I smile thinking about how vocal she is for me. My female makes her desires known. Last night, I never once had to wonder what she was thinking or wanting. She gave the information readily. She had praised me with her gasps and heated whispers, telling me exactly how each touch made her feel.

      My length distends from me at the memories. Probably not the best things to think about when I'm trying not to ravish her.

      The alarm on my cell phone vibrates on the nightstand, and reality crashes back to me. Our eyes find each other, neither wanting this moment to end. I stroke her cheek with a thumb, then reach for my phone.

      Silently, we get out of bed and dress. I grab the duffle I had packed for myself the night before, and then we are out the door, headed towards the main house.

      I keep glancing over at her, trying to gage how she is feeling, but she keeps her stoic gaze ahead. I lace my fingers through hers, startling her out of her thoughts. “You know what the best part of going on this mission is for me?”

      “Knowing you get to spank some bad guys?”

      I laugh and kiss the back of her hand, watching her gasp as I dart my tongue out, tasting her skin. “The best part is knowing that I have you to come home to.”
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      Adeline

      I slump down into the plush cushions of a recliner, rub my hands over my eyes and yawn.

      I am in the theater room of the compound, conveniently located in the main keep where I’m still staying. That first night, after William and the others had set out to gather intel on different Vromik strongholds, I had tried to stay at Will’s home.

      I had moved back into my room at Connall’s the next day.

      William’s absence is a constant cloud moving through my mind, but the sting of it had grown tenfold in his home. Now I go down there every day to check on the house and walk through the woods beside it. Being within the compound walls and among this pack, I know the home is in no danger of getting burglarized or anything.

      I’m just not ready to admit to myself that I go there to smell the woodsy fragrance that is his scent. Pathetic, table for one.

      I inwardly cringe and let my hands fall into my lap. I’m exhausted. For almost a week now, Torstan and I have gone to countless homes of our allies to do protection spells.

      As with any new spell, I had to chant the words out loud at first, syncing my magic with the tune of the spell. Now I can just look at a home and invisible shields are thrown up. It doesn’t make it any less draining on me though.

      I usually meet with Everly and Josie at the end of the day to touch base on how close we are to being finished and go over our inventory of ingredients. But they had yet to return.

      Torstan, the poor demon, left immediately after making sure the grounds are secure. He can’t stand being here any longer than he has to. Rhiannon's grave is tucked back from the houses, but I can still feel her pull. I wonder if Torstan can feel it too.

      After my talk with Connall, I have waited for a sign from the gods but have yet to receive one.

      I gain more control over my powers every day; can feel the temptation to raise her like candy on my tongue. Connall was right to tell me of the added consequences for going against the gods.

      Memories of our talk sober me whenever the call becomes almost too great. So I will smile and be Torstan's silent companion throughout the day, hoping that my presence will give him some modicum of comfort. I know he is angry with me, though he never voices it.

      He understands that my powers carry a weight to keep the balance, lest I grow too power hungry. It doesn’t change the fact that I can bring his female back and haven’t.

      I hear shouts coming from downstairs and jump to my feet, light blazing around my fingertips. I run, charging my hands with an attack spell for whoever needs it. I follow the sounds of struggle down to the basement that houses the holding cells.

      I skid to a stop when I see Aisling carrying an unconscious female over her shoulder. The back of Aisling's navy blue blouse is darkened with blood as she calmly walks to an open cell, throwing the immobile female inside then slamming the door. Aisling turns towards me, her eyes all but glowing in her anger.

      “The little weakling had the audacity to stab me in the back, literally.”

      I look at the female bleeding on the ground. “Vromik?”

      Aisling nods. “Through and through. She is one of the witches that attacked us on the Achill Isle. Turns out she’s not so brave when alone. We were scouting an abandoned warehouse when she somehow managed to get the jump on me.”

      I glance at the witch in question.

      She has been badly beaten, probably for daring to sneak up on one of Death’s warriors. There are deep cuts around her wrists under the handcuffs she sports. I raise a brow at Aisling.

      “What happened to her wrists?”

      Aisling shrugs. “I keep magic blocking handcuffs on me so I can nullify any witches we take prisoner. The cuts may or may not have appeared when I used said cuffs to dangle her from a hook.”

      “And why did you dangle her?”

      “We needed information, and the hook was hovering directly over a giant smelting pot.”

      I gasp, then laugh. Aisling smiles at me, but goes serious once more.

      “I have to get back; we still haven’t found any leads. Keep an eye on her for me?”

      “Of course.”

      Aisling ebbs before the words have left my lips.

      A rustling sound brings my attention to a partly opened door on the other side of the room. I gaze down at the witch and confirm that she is still out cold. Then walk down the row of cells and into the adjoining room. More cells line the walls, but these boast plush carpet, soft bedding, and walled-in en suite bathrooms.

      I find Draven sitting in a chair outside one of them. He gives me a sad gaze before turning his attention back to the bandage covering his side. I reel, then run to him when I notice that he has several open wounds on his arms and chest.

      “Oh my gods! What happened?”

      A low keening sound from the cell draws my attention. Vanya lays in a ball on her side. She is turned away from us, crying softly and whispering garbled words.

      “I tried going in.” Draven stops tending to himself, his gaze on Vanya’s back. “They told me not to, said in this state she would not recognize me. I had been going in every day, dosing her anew with the sedative Connall had left for her, but… her body must have gotten used to the dose. When I went in this time, she had come to enough to cry out my name.”

      I hear the subtle break in his voice. I stay silent as he composes himself. Draven keeps his tormented gaze on Vanya.

      “I had to hold her, couldn’t just leave her after that. I didn’t give her the injection. She let me pick her up and wrap my arms around her. For a moment I thought she knew me, that they'd been wrong.”

      His voice trails away.

      I see the syringe at Draven's feet. I move slowly towards him, bending to pick it up. Sadness is rolling off of him like waves and my heart bleeds for both Draven and Vanya.

      “I will go in and give this to Vanya. I’ll clean her up, and then we will get her back into bed, all right?”

      Draven absently nods his head, his thoughts far away. Just before I open the cell door, Draven stops me with a hand on my arm.

      “She seems docile right now, but that can change in the blink of an eye. Move slowly until you’re within arm’s reach, then give her the injection as quickly as possible. The effects are immediate.”

      I nod. I uncap the needle and step inside the cell, closing it behind me. The she-wolf hasn’t moved at the sound of the door clanging. I take a step towards her, Vanya's back tenses and her whispers turn to a tearful song.

      “He called me darlin’ and he touched my face, now the waves are rushin’ all ‘round this place, I hear Ma cryin’ my babe is gone, the water is risin’ but I’ll stay strong…”

      I come within inches of Vanya and kneel behind her. The woeful song stops and I freeze, not even allowing my breath to escape me. My hand shakes as I ease the needle of the syringe to just above Vanya's small bicep.

      Vanya stays still, but awareness prickles from her.

      It dots my skin with goosebumps and turns the surrounding air frigid. A chill sweeps down my spine as an eerie giggle fills my ears. Before I can sink the needle into skin, Vanya is up and on top of me.

      The crazed wolf sinks claws into my wrists and pulls them over my head while straddling my hips. I can hear Draven come into the cell, but I can’t take my eyes off Vanya’s face looming just above my own.

      Vanya’s eyes are so dilated that I can only make out a tiny sliver of blue around the blackness that frantically peers down at me.

      “I can smell you.” Vanya tilts her head unnaturally and breathes deep. “I can smell the death and fear swimming in your veins.”

      Vanya's claws bite deeply into the skin of my wrists, soaking them with my blood. I feel Draven move closer, but shake my head. Vanya will rip out my throat before he gets to us. I have to find another way to save myself without killing Vanya.

      She leans in, using the tip of her tongue to lick a long line up my cheek. She pulls away and turns her unfocused gaze to my mouth. Again, she tilts her head at that unnerving angle.

      “You’ve already hurt me, Macha. Made me scream for my life until my mind pulled away from my body. Let me return the favor.”

      Vanya bares her long canines and strikes, burying her fangs in my neck.

      Excruciating pain strains my body. I scream until my throat is ragged. Blood pools under me and black dots my vision as Vanya ravages muscle and tendon.

      Magic flares in my body, but I choke it down, not ready to give up on Vanya. I feel the syringe yanked from my grasp, then Vanya becomes a dead weight on top of me.

      My vision clears to see Draven lifting Vanya up and cradling her against him. He lays her gently on the bed then kneels by me, putting pressure on the wound at my neck.

      “I am so sorry. I should have stayed the course and kept her sedated.” His eyes mist above me as he speaks. “This is not her. She would weep if she accidentally dusted the scales off a butterfly’s wing. My Vanya was a tender female.”

      He helps me sit up, keeping pressure on my wound. That is when I notice his wounds look worse than they did before. Blood still seeps from them, soaking through the fresh bandages.

      I feel my wound begin to knit together. It will be hours before I am fully healed, but still, something is off with him.

      “Draven, your wounds. Why aren’t you healing?”

      Draven looks at me, then drops his gaze. He helps me up, then disappears briefly into the en suite bathroom, returning with a wet rag and a bath towel. Draven finally speaks as he washes the blood from Vanya’s face. “I have been too long from the sea. My regeneration has all but stopped because of it.”

      My eyes widen. “Draven, we have to get you-”

      He holds up a hand. “I am not leaving her. It would take days to reach the ocean and then days to return.”

      Draven leans down and kisses Vanya’s forehead, smoothing the hair from her face. “I was not there when she needed me. I could not save her from her torment, though I heard her screams for centuries. If she never comes back to herself, I will still never leave her side again.”

      My heart breaks anew.

      The pair has been through so much, separated for so long. And even now that they are physically side by side, Vanya and Draven are not granted the solace of truly being reunited. I might not be able to help Vanya right now, but I have to make sure Draven heals. An idea forms.

      “Draven, what if I told you I could get you to the ocean and back in under ten minutes?”

      Draven gives me a confused stare. “I did not think ebbing was a skill you possessed.”

      “It’s not.” I smile. “But I know someone.”

      I chant the summoning I learned under my breath. A rip tears through the air and out comes Torstan. He grips a blade in one hand and drops in a fighting stance, scanning the room. I step in front of the battle hungry demon.

      “Hey it’s all right, Torstan. There isn’t a threat.”

      Torstan looks at me, then drops his gaze to my neck. His eyes take in Draven and Vanya on the bed, stopping at the neck of Vanya’s blood stained dress. He straightens and sheathes the knife.

      “She was supposed to be kept unconscious.”

      I shrug, then immediately regret it. The torn muscle in my neck unleashes a fresh round of pain.

      “She burned through it before we could re-dose her. It won’t happen again. That isn’t why I brought you here.”

      I point at Draven, who looks between Torstan and me with a wary expression. “He isn’t healing because he’s been away from the ocean for too long. Can you ebb him there and back really quick?”

      I look at Torstan when I don’t get a response. He is looking at Draven's hand on the side of Vanya’s peaceful face. The earth demon's eyes soften, then clench closed.

      I see in that moment how Torstan envies Draven. Sure, Vanya isn’t exactly mentally checked in right now, but it definitely beats Torstan’s reality.

      “I’ll take you to heal yourself.”

      Draven nods and stands, walking over to Torstan. He looks back at me.

      “I will stay with her, don’t worry. Go.”

      Torstan puts his hand on the water horse's shoulder, and they both disappear.

      I keep pressure on my neck and glance over at Vanya. She looks so peaceful laying there, the blood on her dress the only sign that there has been anything amiss. I walk to the massive dresser lining the wall by the door to the bathroom. I open drawers until I find a long, elegant nightgown made of cream-colored silk.

      I carefully take the ruined clothing off of Vanya and replace it with the nightgown I found. I use a brush to smooth the knots from Vanya’s deep brown hair.

      An overwhelming sadness clenches my stomach. So much hurt. Too much pain.

      There are so many good immortals around me in anguish.

      Everly and Josie are mourning their friend, Connall and Will are worried about Torstan. Torstan is a hollow shell of himself from losing Rhiannon. Draven is toeing the edges of despair from having Vanya back at last, only to lose her to insanity… and Vanya may not be lucid, but she is still in pain.

      They are all working so hard to stop the Morrigan from rising, trying to save others from the pain and heartbreak that they themselves have already experienced.

      The gods could step in at any moment, but they have chosen radio silence instead. A screech and rattling bars make me remember the imprisoned Vromik witch in the other room.

      Anger seethes through me until it fully consumes me and turns to blind rage. Red fogs my vision as the whispers of lost souls echo in my ears.

      They purred to me, leading me to the switch in my mind that will turn off all the conflicting emotions… and let fury reign. I know a way to put things right, to quench the call for blood and pain that radiates from me. Let’s see what the gods think of this.
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      William

      I duck down against the upturned desk Dorian and I have taken refuge behind.

      It had been a terrible idea to storm this stronghold before Aisling and Connall’s group could join us. Thanks to one of the Vromik bastards I’d tortured, I was given the coordinates to an abandoned asylum in Weston, West Virginia. Dorian and I had met there with our groups, tiptoeing around the perimeter to see how big of a Vromik presence is here.

      Except for a couple mortals working at the ghost tour gift shop, the grounds appeared deserted. We had walked the halls of the Kirkbride style structure, moving quietly and trying not to be unnerved by the unseen distressed souls saturating the air with their tormented anguish.

      We had just opened the doors to the main common room when a warlock appeared out of thin air. He had blasted us back with an attack spell and locked the doors.

      Mystical tears in the walls opened around us, unleashing dozens upon dozens of immortals; hell-bent on destroying us. The Vromik had been waiting for us. At least now I know where the prisoner is being held.

      I had gotten a brief glimpse of a female angel in the middle of the common room.

      Her wings have been broken in several places and she is staked into the hardwood floors by her wrists and feet. Her naked form is marred in bruises and deep wounds crisscrossing up and down her limbs and covering her torso.

      I have to get to her.

      Dorian has tried ebbing to the angel, but his essence is instantly intercepted by the ring of magic users that have appeared around her. They had flung him through the rafters. My allies are skilled warriors, but we are badly outnumbered. The building will collapse around us if we don’t put an end to this fight soon.

      We could retreat, ebb away and save ourselves, but no one suggests it. We have to get to the imprisoned Raedan.

      A majority of our group has made it into the common room now. The floor is riddled with immortal blood, broken furniture, and severed appendages.

      One severed arm in particular catches my eye.

      It is decorated with a chain mail glove, glinting with rune etched gems. Praise the Mighty One! My salvation has come in the form of a magically infused glove.

      I dive for it, then rip it from the severed limb, donning it just before I am waylaid by two Vromik vampires.

      I hold one by the collar and crack the fiend’s skull against an iron wall sconce. The other slashes bloody furrows across my chest, digging for my heart. I bellow and grab the vamp by his forearms, grinding the radius and ulna together until all that remains are slivers.

      The bloodsucker wails and drops to his knees, pulverized arms at his sides. I wrap one hand around the back of the vamp's neck, then stick my gloved hand into the vamp's mouth.

      In one swift movement, I tear off the top of the vampire's head from his body, stepping back as the limbs twitch from death throes in a lake of blood.

      I look over to find Dorian battling it out with three berserkers. Two have already reached a rage state, and one is just about there. The two tower over Dorian like rabid grizzly bears, swiping their arms through Dorian's ebbing mist as he teleports back and forth, landing blows while deflecting theirs.

      I am impressed. That fucker’s been holding out on me.

      I engage a Vromik wolf, particularly enraged by the treachery of my own kind, when I hear Dorian’s pain-filled gasp. I bring my forearms over both sides of my opponent's neck and twist, snapping the neck in one clean break.

      I turn for Dorian and freeze in my steps.

      Berserkers flank him on either side, not touching him, their blood-shot eyes mocking as they laugh. A nymph with honeyed skin and sea foam green hair holds Dorian's lulled gaze as she shows him his intestines.

      Dorian looks at her with unveiled awe as she continues to pull his insides from his body.

      I raise my gloved hand and take aim, tensing my fingers as a bolt of lightning shoots from my palm and into the nymph gutting my friend. Her body rams into Dorian, knocking them both to the ground.

      Dorian bellows in agony, the lull no longer shielding him from his pain. The berserkers target me with their bloodthirsty gazes, running for me and pushing away anyone in their path.

      I fry them with the enchanted glove.

      I hadn’t wanted to use the magic freely since I’m not sure how much juice it has left, but… desperate times call for desperate measures.

      I spot an allied vampire sprinting to Dorian; her face a mask of shock as she kneels beside him. I stand above the two vampires, bracing myself for the attack of a charging demon.

      “Get him out of here!”

      The female vampire nods, gathering Dorian’s upper body in her lap and ebbing them both away just before I come to blows with the demon who had zeroed in on us.

      I am vicious in my attack, making quick work of my foe. I take in the scene around me. The Vromik are slowly being pushed back.

      Aisling and her group must have emerged on the scene while I had my hands full with the berserkers. I draw my attention to the angel and her circle of jailers.

      Four remain around her, hurling spells at anyone who approaches. A warlock on my side has engaged two of them, but he isn’t gaining any ground.

      I focus on the other two, once again drawing my hand up and aiming. The lightning bolt hits one square in the chest, then catapults to the other, leveling them both.

      I give a wicked grin as I look down at the glove. I need to find a charging station for this thing.

      Suddenly, I am swarmed by my allies.

      We move as a unit to the angel, working to free her while keeping the Vromik at bay. I scoop her up into my arms as gently as I can, then take off towards the exit.

      I look for anyone that can ebb us away, but find that everyone in sight is locked in a fight of their own.

      I stay towards the center of my group, letting them clear the enemies that get in our path. The angel shifts in my arms, whimpering in pain. Her head lolls to the side against my chest.

      “Easy now, I will get you out of here.”

      I look down into her pain-filled eyes, blood tinged tears streaking her face.

      “They have cursed my blood. I am not long for this world.”

      I am shocked at her strength as she clutches my shirt in her fists.

      “I am Sariel, from the Statera order. We are the keepers of earthly secrets. I lost my honor through pain and torture. They know of Anu’s resting place.”

      Her teeth chatter and I redouble my pace through the fray.

      “Seek the angel, Zadkiel. He will help you secure the goddess and destroy the others.”

      “Save your strength, Sariel. I will get you help. Just hang on.”

      I hear a rattling cough seize her body, tearing a scream from her bloody lips.

      “May the Mighty One forgive my weakness.” She goes limp in my arms.

      I chance a glance down at her, relieved to see the shallow rise and fall of her chest. We are through the asylum’s entrance and into the woods surrounding it in a matter of minutes.

      Using the moonlight and my heightened senses, I navigate through the brush, hoping against hope that one of the demons or vampires will catch up to us and ebb us from this place.

      I see movement in my peripherals and scan the tree-line, skidding to a halt when a shadowed figure steps out just across the clearing.

      The crone before me has a stooped back and long, crooked nose. She motions for me to come closer with one gnarled finger. I back away, but then a comforting warmth fills the air, stopping my retreat.

      I smell roses wafting from the decrepit creature. The aroma fills my nostrils and heats my blood. Despite her hideous appearance, my body responds to her call. My mind grows hazy, then centers on her.

      “Come to me, warrior, let me soothe you,” she croons in a raspy voice.

      I lay the broken angel on the ground, not remembering why I had been holding her in the first place.

      “That’s it, my love. Step into my embrace; I ache for you.”

      I find my body heating to an almost uncomfortable degree. Lust clouds my mind as I step towards the one that has claimed me so completely.

      A voice sounds from far away in my mind, but is quickly overruled by the sensual aroma of roses overwhelming my senses.

      An unseen force crashes into me, shoving me to the ground and binding my hands behind my back.

      “William! You are stronger than this! Get ahold of yourself.”

      I snap my fangs and struggle to get free. To get to my love. I hear fighting all around me again. I fight my captive, but the mythos is relentless on top of me.

      I finally work a hand free and use it to sweep the fiend off my back. My crazed eyes register it is Aisling a second before I wrap claws around her neck. She hooks her hand around my thumb, preventing me from ripping out her throat.

      “Stop this, Aisling! I don’t want to hurt you!”

      The clouds are suddenly swept away from my mind, causing me to sag against Aisling as I get my bearings.

      The hag had completely ensnared my mind, making me turn on my own. My blood now boils with rage instead of lust. I’ll fucking kill her.

      I release Aisling and ease off her, taking in the scene before me. The crone has disappeared, replaced by a fiery-headed female who radiates menace and the promise of pain.

      Macha.

      Her hair is flame red and just barely reaches the top of her shoulders. A green and gold embroidered corset peaks out from her billowy white shirt, which is haphazardly tucked into form fitting black leather pants. I have to gaze up at Macha in her giantess form.

      Macha crouches over the angel, petting the feathers of her mangled wings.

      “Such beautiful creatures, are they not? A pity that they have to die in all this mess.”

      She casually reaches down and rips Sariel’s head from her body.

      I start forward, but Aisling’s hand around my arm stops me. Macha’s laughing eyes find mine as she waves Sariel’s head in front of her, taunting me. She raises to her feet, towering over my six and a half foot frame.

      “So this is the resistance who will save humanity.”

      She eyes the Raedans dwindling numbers as they trickle in behind me.

      Macha’s pale green gaze finds mine and her solemn scarlet lips break into a gleaming smile.

      “Ah, lover! You must not recognize me in this form.”

      She runs a hand suggestively down her torso and licks her top lip.

      “So many males have fallen prey to that grizzled visage. Did you know I once seduced two would-be usurpers with that disgusting form? They moaned in abandon as I rode them in that wrinkled body, then cried like younglings when I carved them from neck to groin.”

      She brings a hand over her smile, then drums her bottom lip. “Those were the days…” her gaze turns distant and after a few moments of tense silence, she throws her head back and screams again and again, tearing at her hair and clothes. The alarming outburst stops as suddenly as it started.

      Macha looks down at us through the tendrils of her hair and breaks into an eerie, high-pitched giggle. “You must excuse me. Having an ash tree feed on me while being forced to relive the deaths of all my previous lives has left a rather dark stain on my mind. I would try to control the madness, but have found that I really enjoy awaking in the midst of blood and viscera.”

      I stand still.

      I subtly tense my gloved fingers, readying the bolt of magic it still holds. It won’t kill her, but it might buy us enough time to get out of here. Aisling shifts beside me, drawing Macha’s attention.

      That is the opening I have been waiting for.

      The bolt of lightning hits Macha just over her heart. Trees snap under her weight as she is blasted back on her ass. The surrounding mythos take that as an invitation to retreat, either ebbing or running through the woods from where they first came.

      Aisling grabs my shoulder and ebbs us away just as we hear the screeching of crows.

    

  







            Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    




      Adeline

      I make the last cut and stand. The witch begged to be shown mercy, pleaded with me to slit her throat first.

      Those pleas have landed on deaf ears.

      How many has this witch killed for the Vromik? How many souls have been affected by her actions? She deserves to feel herself slowly bleed out as I make cuts all along her body.

      I finally draw the blade across the damned witch's throat and listen as her screams turn to bloody gurgles.

      The darkness that has been building in me shields me from any remorse I might feel.

      The switch has been flipped.

      This sacrifice serves a purpose.

      Torstan stands behind me. He didn’t object when I told him my plan, didn’t stop me when I dragged the witch to Rhiannon’s grave. He stands and watches blood saturate the ground over Rhiannon’s body. My own hands are dripping crimson by my sides.

      It is time.

      “Step back, Torstan. Do not interfere, no matter what happens. If you do, we could lose Rhiannon forever.”

      Torstan looks at me and nods. He steps back a few paces and crosses his arms, shifting back and forth on his feet. I can see the hope in his eyes, the longing.

      If I could feel anything other than anger, my heart would squeeze at the thought of seeing two lovers reuniting. That is how this all started, seeing the hurt surrounding me and just wanting to make it better.

      That is no longer the case.

      I turn back to the grave. The power deep within me awakens at the first scent of death as I approach the burial pit. It stretches out from me, seeking any lingering souls in the area.

      There are more than a few.

      Rhiannon’s comes to the fore, a sadness emanating from her. I tether her over the grave. I’ve only ever done this spell once, but the knowledge flows through my very essence.

      This is what I was made to do.

      The intoxicating scent of death magic swirls around me, lifting me until only the tips of my boots touch the ground. I let my head fall back as I feel it building within me like a storm. The wind picks up around me, thunder rolling in as lightning strikes.

      A veritable storm. The ground shakes with warning. I only smile. The gods are threatening me? It’s too late for that.

      I raise my hands in front of me, then snap them out to either side. My moon streaked curls float, dancing in the zephyr of energy around me. Magic builds in the center of my chest, crushing my lungs. I gasp for breath as it grows and grows. My head snaps up.

      I feel Rhiannon’s body under the ground, feel the soul being pushed down into the dirt towards it. The power inside me grows overwhelming, suffocating pressure quickly turning to irrepressible pain.

      I scream in agony until my throat is raw. That is when my magic slips from my body and hovers in front of me.

      I grab onto it and then go to my knees, slamming the energy down into the earth.

      My vision tunnels with the spell, watching as it jolts Rhiannon’s body and pulls her soul inward.

      I’m not done. This has to be a permanent merging, otherwise Rhiannon’s soul will float from the reanimated body within hours. I hook into Rhiannon’s mind, a thread of power connecting us.

      I have control over Rhiannon. The darkness within me reels at the possibilities of such power. I quickly dismiss them, focusing on what I have to do. I pulse my will down that tether, willing Rhiannon to rise.

      Dainty hands shoot up from the ground.

      I quickly roll the sacrificed witch out of the way as a dirt-covered Rhiannon breaks through the ground, gasping for air and pushing herself up.

      I feel Torstan move behind me but hold my hand up behind me. I’m not finished yet, and he doesn’t need a closeup of what kneels before me. Rhiannon’s body is fully restored, her cheeks flushed with life and her hair lay in glossy tendrils down her back.

      No one would mistake her for the real Rhiannon though.

      Glazed over eyes stare unblinking at me. Her movements are mechanical as Rhiannon adjusts her arms in front of her. Again, that dark power within me swells at the sight of the undead before me.

      She is mine to do with as I please.

      I stare into empty eyes. The temptation is nearly irresistible. I raise my hand in between us, palm up, then drag a blade across it. Blood wells, then spills over the sides as I stare at the husk before me.

      I grasp the back of Rhiannon’s head and push downward, raising my palm until blood smears Rhiannon’s lips. Her mouth seals over the cut, drinking greedily. I coax her soul to take control of the body.

      I feel Rhiannon take the reins of herself and the tether binding us snaps, jolting both of us back and onto the ground.

      When I raise up on my elbows, I watch silently as Torstan cradles a weeping Rhiannon in his arms.

      They cling to each other, tears streaming freely down their faces. I know I should cry with them, celebrating the love that has been reunited.

      But all I can think about are the other souls around me, begging for blood.

      That darkness wells up inside me, my hand tightening on the blade I still hold.

      Two powerful sacrifices before me.

      An army below me.

      I slowly get to my feet, not wanting to alert my prey. I take a step forward, and then another, blade tucked at my side. Rhiannon’s face raises from Torstan’s shoulder, pinning me in place.

      “Adeline, thank you so much.”

      The emotion in Rhiannon’s voice causes me to tilt my head, brows furrowing.

      Her watery gaze holds such overwhelming gratitude, it sends a shock through me.

      No.

      Racing against any second guesses that are hurtling towards me, I go to that place inside my mind. My emotions surge forward, chasing the darkness back and welling my eyes.

      I collapse in front of them crying, and drop the knife.

      I did it.

      I wrap my arms around Torstan and Rhiannon, then raise once more, turning towards the path that will lead me back to the main house. My heart is so full it is almost blinding.

      The storm still raging above me barely registers in my thoughts until lightning strikes a towering oak a few feet to my left. I jump back and trip over my own feet, landing hard on my butt. The lightning splits the tree in two, splintering all the way to the soil.

      I can see Torstan and Rhiannon standing in the distance. Torstan is holding the newly resurrected witch protectively against him.

      A biting electricity in the air turns my attention back to the shattered tree. The top branches of the tree right beside it groan, bending under something’s weight.

      A massive winged male leans forward out of the shadows. His swirling blue and silver eyes meet my own startled ones.

      He bares straight even teeth at me in a snarl, then bounds from the branch, landing in front of me.

      His spiked golden hair gleams in the moonlight and his dimpled chin deepens as he continues to scowl down at me. I have only ever seen eyes like his once. I know what he is based solely on those, even without the crackling power surrounding him.

      “You’re a god.”

      “You’re observant… and also in deep shit.”

      I don’t dare look away from him. I thought Badb’s power had been terrifying before, but now I am rocked to my marrow by what real power feels like. I am completely at his mercy.

      I knew this was coming, but seeing Torstan and Rhiannon together is worth whatever this god is about to do to me. Connall said this first infraction won’t result in anything I can’t get through.

      I steel my resolve and will myself to have a brave face. “What is your name?”

      “I am the one known as Cupid.”

      I take in his mountainous frame and violent aura. “You don’t exactly fit the loving cherubic description I grew up hearing about. Have you come to make me fall in love with foot powder or something?” Hey, if I'm going down, I might as well do it swinging.

      Cupid arches a brow at me, then leans down, crouching so he can meet my eyes.

      “Adeline, do you know why you were given this power? Why you were entrusted to carry this burden?”

      I shake my head. “I guess because my heart is most always in the right place and I have no desire to run around raising armies to decimate the earth’s population?”

      I try for funny, but the god clearly isn’t having it. His swirling gaze studies me for several moments before he answers.

      “You were chosen for your potential and strength. It is true that your heart is pure, but so were countless others before they ultimately embraced darkness and strayed from the light. The bottom line is, good beings can turn bad and bad beings can turn good. It is the beauty of free will.” He sits back on his heels and sighs. “It is because of the goodness in your heart that I was the one sent to mete out your punishment.”

      He leans forward once more, not stopping until I feel his breath on my lips. I am shaking in fear. This is it. Cupid’s mesmerizing eyes lock with mine.

      For a moment, I swear there is tenderness written in them, but it is quickly replaced with cold determination.

      “I pray you treat this penance as a lesson and not an excuse to wrap yourself in the arms of bitterness.”

      He stands and walks towards Torstan and Rhiannon.

      I am on my feet and at his side, pulling his arm to stop his pursuit of my friends. Instead of slowing, he jerks from my grasp and pulls me along with him.

      His grip is bruising against my upper arm as we stop within feet of Rhiannon and Torstan. Rhiannon’s doe eyes are petrified, and the ground shakes under all of us as Torstan's eyes blaze amber. Cupid hisses through his teeth.

      “You dare to threaten one such as me? Stop your theatrics, boy, or I’ll kill you and your female instead of just meting out this one’s punishment.” He swings me in front of him and then back against his chest.

      I yelp as his arms come around me like a vise. Torstan glares back at Cupid, but the earth stops its quaking. Cupid nods, then bends down to my ear.

      “You tipped the balance and brought this female back in the name of love and friendship. Now watch that love and friendship fade from her eyes.”

      I gasp at his words, my lip trembling as Rhiannon’s panicked gaze clouds. She slumps against Torstan, then stiffens, pushing away from him. Rhiannon looks at us, a confused expression claiming her face. She staggers back.

      “Wh-where am I?”

      She looks down at the unearthed grave and covers her mouth with a shaking hand. Torstan moves to her, his arms outstretched to bring her to his chest once more. She swats his hands away and jolts back several paces. Her hand leaves her mouth, balling at her side instead. She glares at him.

      “Who are you?”

      She turns to Cupid and I. The god is holding me up as recognition flashes through my mourning eyes.

      “You made her forget us. You erased her love and connection to each of us.” I sag against him, then turn, beseeching him as tears roll down my cheeks. “Please, not this. Punish me, not them. They’ve done nothing to deserve this.”

      Cupid holds me against him, running his hand in circles over my back. He tips my chin back and looks down at me. “Of course, they didn’t deserve this. That is why it is the perfect punishment for you. Your heart bleeds for them.”

      He releases me, and I drop to the ground, sobbing as I watch his solemn retreat.

      “Your powers brought her back, and I will not snuff that out so soon. But I will take her love and her memories.”

      His blue and silver eyes blaze as they pin me with a furious stare. “You went against the gods, Adeline Montgomery; the pain of seeing their suffering is your price to pay.”

      His wings spread behind him as he jumps to the sky, disappearing in a flash of light.

      Rhiannon’s ragged breaths turn me towards her. She is swinging her head back and forth wildly, clasping her arms over her chest as Torstan tries to get closer to her.

      “Don’t touch me!” she screams as she raises her hands to either side of her.

      A knife of despair guts me as I listen to Torstan’s broken voice.

      “Rhi, it’s me. Torstan. It’s going to be alright.” Again, he tries to hold her, but she breaks free and runs.

      I wave a hand at her, sending Rhiannon to the ground with an immobilizing spell. Torstan looks at me and growls, but I numbly trudge past him, advancing on Rhiannon’s still form.

      “We can’t let her run away, Torstan. She will be too vulnerable outside these walls.”

      Torstan crouches down beside us, then hefts Rhiannon’s limp body against him as I stand. Grief overwhelms me as I watch Torstan’s strong face break into a sob. He kisses the top of Rhiannon’s forehead, then buries his face in her hair.

      Both of them shake with the force of Torstan’s sorrow. I want to comfort him, tell him it is all going to work out. But I won’t insult him by lying. He deserves better than that.

      Rhiannon and Torstan both do.

    

  







            Forty-Five

          

        

      

    

    




      William

      I ran from the main house as soon as they brief me on the Raedan’s losses. Almost a dozen mythos perished searching for Sariel. All of their deaths had been in vain.

      Because of me.

      I tear the clothing from my body as I run into the forest, feeling the change come over me. My body arches in the air as I feel the sweet release of slipping my skin, then come down on four giant paws. I wanted to see Adeline as soon as I returned, almost gave in to following her scent.

      But I can’t face her like this.

      Guilt gnaws at me.

      I let Macha manipulate me into giving over the angel. I did nothing as she took Sariel’s head. Anger at myself pulses through me, ending in an anguished howl.

      Aisling told me there was nothing I could have done. That Macha would have killed me and then Sariel if I had moved to save her.

      I leap over a mossy log, my claws kicking up the earthy scent of nature as I bound ever deeper into the wilderness. I breathe deep through my snout, taking in the crisp smell of leaves and soil.

      I push my muscles to their limits, thrilling at the burn of exhilaration. This is what I need. To surrender to instinct and abandon the weight of my emotions.

      I embrace the pureness of my wolf and run.
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        * * *

      

      

  




Adeline

      I close the door of the guest bedroom Rhiannon is staying in. Everly and Josie are in there with her.

      She remembers them.

      Rhiannon remembers everyone but Torstan and me. He and I had waited at her bedside while her body burned off the effects of the spell I cast on her. We hoped against hope that when Rhiannon woke up, she would remember us.

      She didn’t.

      Luckily, Everly and Josie joined Torstan and me while Rhiannon was unconscious. I flinch, remembering how frightened Rhiannon was. She had run right into Everly and Josie's arms, crying for them to protect her.

      Then she had looked at Torstan. His bloodshot eyes had pleaded to Rhiannon, silently begging her to remember him.

      She didn’t.

      He had walked out of the room without a word.

      I went straight to my room.

      I know William is back.

      Feel that he is safe.

      But I can’t face him.

      Shame pulls me into my bed and draws the covers under my chin. I feel like I should cry, but tears won’t come.

      I don’t deserve to cry.

      I caused this.

      Rhiannon is alive. That makes the consequences worth it. It is something I can bear, just like Connall said. Now instead of mourning Rhiannon’s loss, I mourn the forfeiture of our friendship… and the dissipation of a pure love between my two friends.
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        * * *

      

      

  




William

      I quietly open the door to Adeline’s bedroom. When I came to the house earlier, Torstan met me at the door. I had taken one look at my best friend and led him back in, not letting him leave until we talked. Connall met us in the rec room with a bottle of Jack and three tumblers.

      I excused myself to go to her, but find her asleep in bed. When I brush my fingertips across her cheek; she doesn’t stir. I want to stay with her but know my friend needs me.

      I also need to know exactly what happened.

      Poor Torstan.

      There is nothing Connall and I can say to ease his pain. He got Rhiannon back, held her in his arms.

      Then was forced to watch her love for him disappear, replaced with fear and revulsion. I assured him that there is still hope, that he can start over with Rhiannon.

      Torstan doesn’t seem hopeful.

      I tuck myself against Adeline, pulling her close and breathing in her lilac scent. She eases me in ways no other can, just by being next to me. I know she has to be suffering from all of this too, probably takes the weight of blame fully on her own slight shoulders.

      I want to find that Cupid prick and string him up in the dungeon, punish him in ways even a god will crack under. She stirs in her sleep, sensing me and turning over to snuggle into my chest.

      I feel her wake against me, feel her heartbeat against my side as she wraps an arm around me. I sift a hand through her sleep tousled hair.

      “Hey,” she whispers.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask against the top of her head.

      I feel her shrug.

      “Like the world had mercy for all of two seconds before crashing down because I went against the gods.”

      I hold her closer.

      “You can’t blame yourself for this. Rhiannon is back. She is alive and safe. The rest will right itself in time.”

      She raises her head to look at me.

      “I felt the darkness inside me tonight more than I ever have. It showed me how to turn off my emotions.”

      I stiffen, and she hurries her words.

      “It was the only way I could go through with the sacrifice. The only way to push myself through doing something I knew wasn’t right in the grand scheme of things.”

      I hook a finger under her chin, forcing her to look at me.

      “You made the choice to risk the god's anger so that someone you care about could have another shot at life. You used the blood of someone who had already been condemned to death.”

      She worries her bottom lip as she speaks.

      “I went too far. After Rhiannon rose, I watched her and Torstan hold each other.” She glances away, then back at me. “It wasn’t enough for me. The darkness inside me, the part I allowed to take over, wanted to use them to raise even more bodies.”

      I tense against her but stay silent.

      “At that moment, I glimpsed the havoc I could wreak. I could tear loved one’s away and use them to erect an army of undead that would kneel under my command.” Tears wet her cheeks, and she sniffles. “Will, I almost didn’t stop myself. I could have killed them.”

      I pull her back into my side, combing back the curls that have fallen in her face. Her words scare me. Her power is so volatile right now. The one thing I know is that if she lets this fear overcome her, if she shrinks away instead of learning to control it… it could mean her doom.

      I roll us until I am looking down at her.

      “Listen to me, Addie. You can’t let what happened tonight make you shut out your powers. Tonight scared you; that’s a good thing. It shows that you are a good fucking person. You have a great power within you and I'm not talking about your necromancy.”

      I wipe the tears from her face and bring my forehead to hers.

      “It’s your heart, Adeline. Your heart is so fucking strong. It gave you the strength to face Badb not just once, but twice. It gave you the courage to fight for your friends, the pain to push you to raise Rhiannon, knowing you would suffer for it,” I whisper against her lips.

      I draw back and lovingly stare into her hazel flecked eyes.

      “It gave you the might to look past your doubt in me, to forgive me after I had hurt you so. To give me a second chance.”

      I brush her lips with a warm kiss.

      “Adeline, you will be one of the greats. A queen among witches. I know that. Which is why whenever you have doubts, whenever you feel like the burden is too heavy…” I trail off to lay kisses along her cheek. “I will be right there, lifting you up and reminding you of how amazing you are.”

      I part her lips with my own, my body heating on hers as she gasps and clutches me to her. For the rest of the night, I show her how incredibly loved she is.

    

  







            Forty-Six

          

        

      

    

    




      Adeline

      I quietly tiptoe down the stairs of Will’s home, of our home. I have officially been living here with him for almost two weeks now.

      They have been the happiest days of my life.

      My days are spent researching, magically sparring with Everly, and centering myself so I can get a better hold on my darker side. I have been more than a little hesitant to connect with that part of myself after what happened, afraid that I will lose control.

      But I haven’t.

      I am now working on what Josie calls ‘dangling the evil carrot but choosing not to grab it’.

      Josie drags me to all the surrounding cemeteries, forcing me to tempt myself with the power that lives there. I walk through and feel the bodies beneath the ground, waiting.

      Sometimes their souls are nearby, but most of the time they aren’t. I know I don’t need their souls to raise them. Actually, it is preferable that they don’t have one.

      My darkness wants mindless soldiers, not companions. It was exhausting at first, resisting all that power that called to the very essence of me.

      But just because I can, doesn’t mean I want to.

      One of the biggest reasons I have made so much headway with my control is because I reaffirmed who I am and also who I want to be.

      Evil necromancer isn’t on the list.

      I make it to the front door of the main house and am not surprised to see a house full of mythos already milling about. Connall’s home has officially been turned into the Raedan headquarters for the United States. Which means tons of mythos are here all the time.

      The intensely introverted wolf is constantly on edge now, often closing himself up in his room to decompress. Connall is definitely taking one for the team.

      This morning Everly, Josie, and I are going to scry for Celeste… for like the hundredth time. Celeste has been awol for weeks now, and everyone is worrying. It isn’t like the priestess to fall off the grid like this.

      She isn’t answering phone calls, emails, texts, or summons.

      When Torstan ebbed to The Shrunken head, he found a tight-lipped demoness running the place. She would only tell him that Celeste put her in charge while she went on a ‘quick pizza run’. That had been almost a month ago.

      I find Josie in the kitchen drinking coffee with Maeve. The nymph showed up a few days ago and took up residence in Rhiannon’s old room.

      “Good morning,” I greet them, then pour myself some coffee.

      I lean against the counter and breathe in the steamy goodness. I take a small sip, careful not to burn my tongue, then look up at a disgusted Josie.

      “What?”

      “I don’t know how you can drink it like that.”

      “You mean, without completely masking the taste with cream and sugar?” I tease.

      “All I'm saying is, confetti cake creamer changed my life.”

      I roll my eyes but smile.

      “Where’s Everly?”

      “With Rhiannon. She said she'd probably be there most of the day. Aisling is going to ebb them to The Shrunken head. Rhiannon thinks she might get a little further with the staff than Torstan did since she was an employee.”

      My heart hurts at the mention of Rhiannon. She immediately moved out of the compound and in with Aisling. No one said it out loud, but I know it’s because she can’t stand the sight of Torstan and me.

      We unnerve her.

      I look at Maeve, who has been studiously quiet throughout the conversation. I wonder…

      “Maeve, I was wondering if you had seen—”

      “No.”

      “Nothing at all?”

      Maeve sighs and stares into her coffee mug. She is agitated; prickling energy is practically rolling off of her.

      “I haven’t been able to see anything regarding the mythos in our circle. I could force a vision and risk bringing on the god’s wrath… but I’d rather it not come to that.”

      I feel Josie’s eyes briefly flick to me and then down.

      “I had asked her about Rhiannon and Torstan. I just wanted to see if there was any hope I could give him,” Josie murmurs.

      “I could only see Rhiannon crying and running through a field of sunflowers. The field stretches as far as my vision will allow me to see.” Maeve sits back in a huff, knotting her pink tresses on top of her head. “As far as Celeste goes, I got a brief glance of skin then darkness. I tried to go further but got nothing.”

      I hunch in on myself and silently finish my coffee. I can tell the others are really starting to worry.

      Hell, I am too.

      Badb and Macha have all but disappeared off the face of the earth. That would be comforting if it wasn’t for the fact that they had gotten the location of Anu and could very well have her by now. They are warrior goddesses, literally made to wreak havoc.

      Gods only know what they are plotting right now.

      Josie hops from her stool and motions for me to follow her.

      “Today is going to be our lucky day, Addie! We will get Celeste’s location AND Anu’s. Then we’ll dance our happy asses down to the cellar and snag one of Con-Con’s ancient wines to celebrate!”

      I laugh and follow Josie down the hall.

      If only…
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        * * *

      

      

  




William

      My jaw clenches so hard I hear teeth crack.

      “What the fuck did you just say?”

      Aisling raises eyebrows at my tone, but I can tell she is just as angry as I am. “I said that I found evidence of an angel being tortured at Celeste’s bar.”

      I think back to the phone call with Celeste when she told me about Aisling. She was torturing someone then, but I thought little of it. Her words echo in my mind as I curse and shoot to my feet. ‘Vampires would pay big bucks for a taste of angel.’

      “She knew! This whole fucking time, she’s been playing with us!”

      The rune in Connall’s eye glows brightly. No doubt he is checking for any signs of the high priestess. He sighs after a few moments, folding his hands in front of him on his desk.

      “William, we don’t know for certain-”

      “Bullshit, Con! I talked to her on the phone way before all the shit started hitting the fan, and she was torturing an angel! I thought nothing of it at the time, but Sariel said her house of angels are the protectors of earthly secrets. How fucking coincidental is it that Celeste just so happened to be torturing one of them? And has now fallen off the grid just when the Morrigan is on the cusp of rising?”

      “Badb called her ‘niece’.” Aisling’s softly spoken words have my claws lengthening, my vision turning red.

      “Let’s go on a hunt.”

    

  







            Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    




      Adeline

      I find myself in Celeste’s office once more.

      I stare at the marble desk, reminiscing about waking up on top of it, how afraid I was. It wasn’t terribly long ago, but I’ve changed so much since that day.

      We decided to go through everything in The Shrunken Head, down to the last dust mote.

      The others aren’t looking for information on Celeste’s innocence.

      Aside from her familial ties to the enemy, we also found the Statera angel, Zadkiel, clinging to life under the floorboards of the building's public restroom.

      It isn’t funny.

      I know that.

      Being tortured, then having to listen to various drunken immortals take a shit right above you has to be absolutely awful and degrading.

      I bite the inside of my lip, barely stifling my laughter while thinking about the creative genius it must have taken to think of something so horrid.

      It is so Celeste.

      The others are busy trying to find an address or coordinates, really anything to point us toward Celeste’s residence. Turns out, outgoing Celeste isn’t big on having visitors in her home.

      I glance over at Zadkiel.

      He is laying on the floor, covered in a soft pink sherpa blanket I found in a closet. He confirmed everyone’s suspicions.

      Celeste tortured him for information on Anu.

      He maintains he didn’t give it. He also said she drank his blood, and he blacked out afterwards, waking under the floorboards of the public bathroom.

      Even after what Celeste did to me, after all the damning evidence against her, I have a hard time wrapping my head around the fact that Celeste is working with the Vromik.

      She is an ancient high priestess and has been here with us every step of the way.

      Why would she waste all that time and effort?

      Of course, I’m not the best judge of right and wrong at the moment, having so recently gone against the gods.

      I am certainly losing good girl points for silently laughing at an angel who had to endure gods know what kind of torture.

      I bite back a giggle... his life really went down the shitter.

      Yep.

      Definitely going to hell.

      I look over at him and am relieved to feel some guilt for my thoughts.

      “Can I get you anything? Some water maybe?”

      The angel keeps his eyes closed but nods. I get up and head out of Celeste’s office and towards the bar. It seems the search has ended. Mythos are leaving to do intel on the various vague information we’ve found.

      Of course, a few have stayed to take advantage of the open bar. I shake my head as the jukebox belts out music. Only mythos who have seen a dozen lifetimes can croon to the classics and kick back during a war.

      I grab a bottle of water and give it to Zadkiel. He weakly takes it, shaking to the point that I have to help hold the bottle to his mouth while he drains it.

      “Thank you,” he croaks.

      I look up as Will enters, standing and going over to wrap my arms around him. I can tell how badly Celeste’s betrayal has hurt him. He pulls back and looks down at me.

      “We found nothing concrete on her location, but found a few utility bills for different residences in Celeste’s name. We have mythos out scouting them now.”

      Vincere comes in and nods at me, then scowls at William. Apparently, the fire demon isn’t fully convinced of Celeste’s betrayal either. He looks down at Zadkiel.

      “Why isn’t he healing?” He asks.

      “He says Celeste cursed his body not to regenerate,” I say.

      “Ah, best get you to your kind's stronghold, then they can remove the curse.” Vincere lifts the blanket, observing the stump where Zadkiel's left arm used to be. He lets the blanket drop.

      “Sooner rather than later, I think. I’ll take you.”

      The angel nods and Vincere lifts him up in a fireman's carry. I can’t help but marvel at the scene of a demon helping an angel. I help tuck his mangled wings around him, but Will stills me, a suspicious stare on Vincere.

      “You can’t ebb somewhere you’ve never been to. When the hell were you at an angel stronghold?”

      “What? You don’t think I hang with many angels?” The demon’s eyes go black as he smiles. “Or is it that you don’t trust me to get him to his kind?”

      “You were guarding this place for Celeste not too long ago. How do we know you aren’t still working for her?”

      Vincere gives a chilly smile and extends his hand to Will.

      “An oath then?”

      Will nods, and they clasp hands.

      “I, Vincere of the Ignis Furore Legion, swear to deliver this angel safely to his brethren at the angelic stronghold in Rome.”

      Electricity briefly rents the air, the oath spreading through the atmosphere. Oaths are unbreakable for immortals. The very fibers of the universe force us to follow through with whatever has been sworn.

      They drop their hands.

      “There’s an angel stronghold in Denver. Why don’t you swear to take him to that one?”

      Clearly William is still suspicious.

      “I haven’t been to that one.”

      Vincere gives Will a one fingered salute, then vanishes with Zadkiel in tow.

      William stands tense for a few moments, then slumps on an exhale. He rubs his fists over his eyes, then looks over at me.

      “I really hate that demon.”

      I move to him, nestling into his side.

      “I think he’s just misunderstood.”

      I feel him give a brief laugh as Dorian comes through the office door.

      “We are all heading out. The two witches have confiscated the entire inventory of top shelf booze, calling it contraband that must be drank.”

      It shocks me to see a smile grace his face.

      I didn’t know he could.

      As if he realizes the same thing, it immediately disappears.

      “I am going to my home. Alert me of any changes.”

      “You aren’t coming to the compound?” I ask.

      Dorian shakes his head.

      “Having so very recently been gutted by a nymph, I’d rather not repeat the process so soon.”

      “So you’re why she moved in. You really think Maeve would want to hurt you?”

      “She should.” Dorian clenches his jaw, then ebbs away.

      Will raises an eyebrow as he looks at me.

      “Well, that was… interesting?” I narrow my eyes and gently bite my bottom lip in thought. “What could have possibly happened to make Dorian fear being in the same house as a nymph?”

      “You haven’t seen a nymph at work, love. Not when they’re angry. They use their lulls to put beings in an almost catatonic state. The nymph intoxicates their victims so they’ll stay still while they are tortured. When I looked up and saw Dorian, the nymph was showing him his own intestines… and he was smiling at her as if in love.”

      I can’t help the gasp that escapes.

      “But I thought they were guardians of nature, that they used their lulls for diffusing turmoil?”

      “And they do… mostly. There are good and bad nymphs, just like there is good and bad everything.”

      I think about it for a moment. I have only been around Maeve a couple of times, but didn’t feel any malevolence from her.

      Then again, I harbor something pretty vicious inside of me but only let it out on special occasions. Maybe I can talk to Maeve when we return, see if she goes all murdery at the mention of a certain vampire.

      Luckily, there is a solid portal still at the end of the bridge of The Shrunken Head, allowing me to link it to the Gheara Pack grounds long enough to get everyone through.

      The portal shifts us right into the foyer of the main house. Once everyone is through, I turn and seal the opening, ensuring no expected visitors will follow.

      When I turn, it is to find William and Connall still as statues. Everly and Josie are oblivious, toting a crate overflowing with expensive liquor and giggling to themselves.

      “Quiet!” Aisling admonishes them, then draws her sword of white fire from thin air.

      A low growl ripples from Will. His eyes are trained beyond the archway that opens up to the living room. I feel the small hairs on my arms stand on end as I become aware of a powerful presence.

      I take slow strides towards Will, calling power to swirl my fingertips at the ready. I start to go around him, but a claw tipped hand shoots out, barring my way.

      “So, this is how it plays out, Celeste?”

      Connall’s voice is a few octaves lower than usual, the change coming over him as his canines grow longer and his body swells. I strain my neck to the left and my jaw drops.

      Now I see what has put everyone on high alert.

      Celeste is standing by the fireplace with a radiant smile. At her feet is a bag overflowing with party hats, streamers, and what looks like a pin the tail on the donkey setup.

      But that isn’t what is causing my heart to break into a sprint.

      It is the female behind Celeste.

      Flowy, ash brown waves reach below her hourglass waist while golden irises meld with violet and tentatively take everyone in. Those eyes find me and briefly surge, the female giving me a shy smile.

      Celeste reaches down and grabs a party hat, securing it through her plaited hair and on top of her head.

      “Hey, you chuckleheads! I thought we were going to have to start the party without you!”

      “And what is it we are celebrating, Celeste?” My question is for Celeste, but my eyes never leave the other female.

      “Why, my mother's reintroduction into society of course! I wanted to have it sooner, but had to take her on a little vacation first to lighten her up. Turns out being buried in the depths of a haunted mine with random gas leaks melting her lungs over the centuries really killed her sense of humor.”

      She steps back beside the female and smiles at her.

      “But now she is ready to take on the world, aren’t you, Mama?” Celeste leans forward. “I took her to see the human Chippendales… three times!” she stage whispers loudly to everyone.

      The female gives Celeste a wide smile, then loses it when she takes in everyone gaping at them. She takes one small step forward, bringing her hands in front of her to smooth her black satin dress.

      “My name is Anu. I am the mother goddess of Ireland and one of three that form the Morrigan.” she pauses, enchanting eyes brimming with emotion. “I have done dishonorable things, terrible things. Things I know I can never make up for,” she beseeches me, locking me in place with her stare. “Though I gave in to my dark calling, I am choosing now to forsake it, to embrace the love I feel within myself. I will help you put an end to the reign of the Morrigan, once and for all.”

    

  







            Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    




      William

      Everyone is losing their godsdamned minds. I sit on a stool in the rec room brooding over my Balvenie whiskey and watching the witches play pin the tail on the donkey.

      Celeste gave us the explanation that she had waited until the last moment to save her mother because she didn’t know how sane or homicidal she would be when released.

      She then wanted to have a mother daughter ‘catch up’ before handing her over.

      When I asked why she had hidden her lineage from us in the first place she had blinked slowly and said, ‘because I didn’t want to be swarmed with admirers more than I already am. Everyone wants a piece of a demigoddess!’

      I bit the inside of my lip so hard I’d drawn blood. Now everyone is appeased, mostly, chalking it up to Celeste’s quirky methods and slipping sanity.

      I am still pissed.

      I watch Adeline walk towards the donkey poster blindfolded, holding the tack end of the tale.

      She is heading right for its mouth.

      Everly gets right in her path, holding one of the hundred balloons Celeste brought. She holds it out in front of her, waiting for Addie to get closer. A loud popping sound, followed by Adeline dropping to the floor and screaming, silences the room.

      She rips off the bandana and is on her feet, chasing Everly out the door as everyone roars with laughter. It is enough to put a smile on my face. If my mate can be relaxed enough to play youngling party games, then I can at least enjoy my drink.

      Maeve puts her own drink on the table and plops down on the stool across from me. I look at her questioningly while she swirls the ice in her glass, worrying her bottom lip as she studies me. So much for enjoying my fucking drink.

      “What’s on your mind, Maeve?”

      Her ocean eyes dart up to me, then hold my stare.

      “I saw something.”

      I tense and lean forward.

      “Saw what, exactly?”

      She sighs and continues swirling her drink. I reach over and still her hand. I take my hand back when she looks up at me.

      “Our numbers, Anu, I… it will not be enough.”

      I start to get up, to go to Addie, but Maeve holds up her hand.

      “Wait. There’s more. The gods showed me the way.”

      I reluctantly ease back down, dread threatening to curdle my stomach.

      “You and your mate go into battle side by side. I keep seeing the battle, seeing everyone fall one by one. Then suddenly I'm looking over a field littered with bodies. The earth is soaked in blood while the Morrigan beheads us, singing about adding acorns to her garden.” She locks me with her tear-filled gaze. “That is the path we are all on right now. The gods sent it to me over and over. I thought I would go mad from seeing all the bloodshed. I dropped to my knees and begged them to show me a different path, one that would end with us victorious and the Morrigan dead.”

      She is quiet for so long I want to shake her.

      “Well? Did they?”

      “Yes.” A tear rolls down her cheek. “If you face Badb and Macha without Adeline, we will triumph… the Morrigan will fall.”

      I am stunned for a moment, then smile. Excitement fills my eyes, and I down my whiskey.

      “That is great news! Addie will be safe, and the Morrigan will be put down.” I study Maeve’s face with curiosity. “This is a good thing, Maeve. Right?”

      “William, that path will also end in your death.”
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        * * *

      

      

  




Adeline

      I step outside onto the front porch and breathe in the crisp night air. After giving Everly a magical swirly, I decided to retreat for a bit.

      That spine prickling awareness washes over me as my head snaps towards the quietly occupied porch swing. Anu gives me a slight smile. The goddess intimidated me at first. You can’t help but be painfully aware of her power.

      But I feel strangely relaxed around her out here.

      “Did you need a break too?” I joke.

      Anu’s smile grows, the uncertainty fading away from it. I can’t help but feel bad for her. Though everyone has accepted Celeste’s story, they have still given Anu a wide berth. Granted, she had helped destroy countless beings and developed a penchant for torture, but… I still feel the good in her.

      “I am not used to being around so many. I thought some quiet would be nice.”

      I nod, not wanting to make the goddess feel crowded.

      “I completely understand. I’ll go back inside so you—”

      “No!” she shouts.

      I startle at the interruption. Anu clears her throat and blushes.

      “I apologize. I meant no, please don’t leave on my account.” She pats the space beside her. “Sit with me.”

      I cross the distance and sit on the swing, automatically pushing off with my feet to sway us forward and back. I look up at Anu, then away. There are questions swirling in my mind, but I know the goddess is already overwhelmed.

      “Speak, Adeline. I will not break.”

      Don’t have to tell me twice.

      “Why did you choose darkness?”

      The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them. Anu’s eyes widen at the question.

      “I--I'm sorry. You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to, and please don’t think I'm judging you.” My brow creases as I look up at the stars, then back at Anu. “I just, I scared myself pretty bad recently. Honestly, I'm still afraid.” My voice is threatening to break, so I have to pause for a moment. “I'm afraid one day I’ll wake up and lose myself to the being that I keep being tempted to be. I know it’s wrong, that it isn’t what I want. But-”

      “But it calls to you.”

      I look over to find Anu giving me a kind smile.

      “Yes,” I sigh.

      “Adeline, do you know who I was before I lost myself to the Morrigan?”

      “I know you were the mother goddess of Ireland. You were also a fertility goddess that women prayed to when they were having trouble conceiving.”

      Anu smiles and nods.

      “Yes, I was those things. I helped the lands prosper and life take root in women’s wombs. I brought mates together and awakened lust in others. Humans prayed to me and I embraced them, fed from them.”

      “You… fed?”

      “Yes. I fed through sex. My temple was filled with accolades who were also my concubines.” she sighs. “It was a beautiful existence. We would hold festivals several times a year to help people find love.” Anu laughs. “And if not love, a lot of lust. Humans would travel from all over the land to take part in them.”

      Her good humor disappears, somberness replacing it.

      “It was during one of those gatherings that I was introduced to what would be my downfall. I had fallen asleep under the stars amongst a tangle of bodies, fully sated and languishing in the knowledge that so many had been brought together. I was jolted from my slumber by a faint scream traveling through the wind.”

      She grinds her teeth together, an angry glint in her eyes.

      “The people at my temple were under my protection. I took that very seriously. I rose and ran towards the screams, alarmed when they abruptly stopped. Before I knew it, I was upon them, a cloaked being and bound humans that had been abducted from my festival. There were five of them, men and women, naked and bound spread eagle to posts. The cloaked figure was going from one person to the next, slicing skin in some areas, peeling it back in others. Two people had already perished from his ministrations, the others desperately trying to get away before it was their turn. I lunged for the cloaked being, shocked when he matched me blow for blow. His hood fell back in the fight, revealing the most beautiful male I had ever seen. We stopped attacking and began circling each other. I was assessing weaknesses but… my eyes kept going back to his face. He stopped moving, smiling before bringing his blade to his lips and licking the blood from it. That’s when I noticed the shadows seeping from his body. I found myself mesmerized by the blood decorating his mouth, from the scent of it wafting through the air. I turned to the mortals, seeing the absolute terror in their innocent faces. It was like a drug that called to me.”

      Anu stops, gazing at me for a long time, as if measuring whether to go on. “That night, instead of saving those people… I rent scream after scream from them, drinking their blood and terrorizing them until their last breath. I took that malevolent male into my body, writhing against him on the blood-soaked earth. When it was done, I was overcome with guilt and fear from what I had so easily done to those people. I fled back to my temple that night, washing the blood from my body and vowing to never touch that wicked place within me again.” The gold and violet of Anu’s eyes swirl violently. She fists her hands on top of her thighs, breathing deep.

      “I developed a hunger for torture that rivaled my thirst for sex. I fought it for a long time, especially when I found out I was with child. I knew it was his, but vowed that my baby would only know love and comfort, shielded from the cruelty of this earth. From the cruelty I inflicted.”

      I gasp. “Celeste is the cloaked male’s daughter.”

      “Yes, and I will not reveal his name. I refuse to subject her to that line of her parentage. It’s enough that she has to deal with mine.”

      I feel a chill go down my spine. I know that Anu ultimately gave in to her darkness, lost herself to the Morrigan. Is that truly what my future holds, losing myself?

      As if reading my thoughts, Anu clutches my hands in hers.

      “Just because I succumbed does not mean that you will. In the end, it is your choice.” Anu’s eyes beseech me. “But make your choice and stick to it, Adeline. Don’t take your temptations lightly either. That was my mistake. I pretended they weren’t there, sweeping them under the rug instead of facing them head on and staying true to myself. It ended up building before completely enthralling me. Acknowledge the pull, then destroy it with the knowledge of who you truly are. Your powers are strong, but your soul is stronger.”

      I feel myself embracing a shaking Anu, rubbing circles on her back and feeling wetness on my shirt where the goddess cries out her regrets.

      “Thank you,” she whispers.

      If Anu can find herself after being so thoroughly enveloped by her inner demons, then I will find a way to defeat my own before they can drown me.

    

  







            Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    




      Adeline

      I find William sitting on the couch in front of his fireplace. When I went back inside the main house after speaking with Anu, it alarmed me to find that he had already left without a word to me.

      He doesn’t look up from the fire as I sit down beside him. Instead, his grave expression deepens, hardening the already harsh line of his jaw.

      “William? What is it?”

      I grasp his forearm, and he finally turns his gaze to me. His eyes are the darkened clouds of a storm, lightning flashing in their depths. He doesn’t speak, just pulls me onto his lap and holds me.

      “I’ve lived a very long life, Adeline. Seen and done so much, had so many amazing experiences.” He pulls me back to cup my cheek in his massive, roughened hand. “But none of it compares to my time with you. Nothing will ever hold a candle to your brightness. You are my everything. Do you understand?”

      My heart melts, but his seriousness puts me on edge. I grasp the hand against my face and search his eyes.

      “Hey.”

      I gently brush the hair that has fallen into his eyes.

      “We will be ok. We will get through all of this and then really start our life together, right?”

      I kiss the wrinkle at his brow, then capture his lips with mine. I meant the kiss to be soft, but he has other ideas. I gasp when he roughly parts my lips and delves his tongue against mine.

      The kiss is wet and passionate, instantly heating me to my core and bringing my center down against him.

      He breaks the kiss and grasps my head in both of his hands, boring his eyes into mine.

      “I love you, Adeline Montgomery. I will always love you.”

      “I love you, William.”

      My eyes mist at the admission, and I kiss him again, slower this time. Our tongues do a slow dance together as I trace the planes of Will’s chest, dipping down to his abdomen when I feel his hands cup my ass.

      Our kiss becomes more frenzied, teeth clashing as we fight to swallow the other's moans. I feel the shirt rip from my body, then we are on the rug beside the couch. He uses his claws to shred the remaining clothes from me.

      I try to reach up and return the favor, but Will uses one hand to pin both of mine over my head. I still when I see shining blue eyes looking down at me.

      “I, I can’t be gentle with you tonight. My wolf is too close to the surface.”

      He lets out a growl several octaves lower than his normal voice, as if warning me of what’s coming.

      I feel wetness surge between my legs in response.

      I’m ready.

      This primal side heats me to the point of sending tremors up my inner thighs. William’s nostrils flare, and I feel the pinpoint pressure of his claws on my wrists as he closes his eyes and shudders.

      “You… want this side of me.”

      I hook my heels around his waist and pull up, rubbing myself against him. “Yes, William. All of you. Now.”

      He flashes me elongated canines and bends to nip at one of my nipples. I cry out and arch my back at the intense contact. A tearing sound reverberates through my ears as pieces of his clothing fall to either side of me.

      He keeps my wrists bound and brings the tip of himself to my entrance, rubbing himself up and down my folds until he is slick with my moisture.

      “Ah, yes!” I end on a scream as he brings his hips back and fills me in one powerful thrust.

      He looks down at me, his eyes going from steel gray to ice blue as he looks at where we are joined.

      I can tell he is barely keeping his wolf in check. Only holding on by a thread as sweat beads on his brow and drops down to the top of my chest. I don’t want controlled.

      I want everything Will has to give.

      Time to play.

      I squirm, stirring him inside me.

      A rumble rips from his chest as he grabs my hip in a bruising hold and slams into me. I lose myself to the building pleasure as he pistons in and out of me at a punishing pace, hitting the end of me with every thrust.

      My orgasm washes over me, wave after wave seeming to grow in intensity as I scream his name and grapple to stay conscious through the overwhelming pleasure. My head lolls to the side, and I whimper, barely realizing that he has stopped his lovemaking to brush kisses down my cheek.

      “Are you all right, love?”

      Incapable of speech at that moment, all I can do is smile in reply. He gives a wicked chuckle against my throat, then pulls his hardened shaft out, earning gasps from both of us.

      “Good, because this is far from over.”

      Before I can fully comprehend his words, I am flipped to my belly and brought up on all fours. I cry out in a mixture of pleasure and pain as he brings a hand down hard on my ass, then sheathes himself inside me once more.

      I whimper when he finds that slightly raised spot inside of me and works himself over it, pushing me to the edge of yet another release.

      “You are mine, Adeline.” He slaps my ass again and surges into me. “Say it!”

      “I'm yours! Oh gods! I'm yours!”

      To reward me, he reaches around and begins flexing his finger in quick circles over my bundle of nerves. Stars dot my vision as another orgasm explodes through me. I clench around him until he roars to the rafters, caught up in his own release.

      We catch our breath together for a moment. His chest is on my back, his lazy thrusts savoring the last of the tremors he’s wrung from me. He pulls me up into his arms and takes us up the stairs to our bedroom. I trail my nails down his chest and sigh.

      “That was amazing.”

      William chuckles and kisses the top of my head.

      “Baby, that was just the beginning.”

    

  







            Fifty

          

        

      

    

    




      William

      I sit on the edge of the bed, facing away from Adeline. I spent last night wringing every pleasure I could from her, only stopping when she could no longer lift her head. I give a quiet chuckle at the memory of her, spent and smiling dazedly up at me, her face dewy and luminous.

      Tears had dried across her temples from being pushed to the brink so many times. Her tangled curls had haloed around her face as I took her swollen lips in a lingering goodnight kiss. I had started out wanting to sear myself in her memory, wanted to give her everything I had so that when this day was done, she would at least have those parting memories of me.

      But it had turned into something more.

      My anger had overcome me, thinking of the injustice of finally having found her only to be ripped away so soon. A need to fully possess her took over, pushing me to claim her in every way possible. Forever marking her with my scent so that other males would be afraid to even look at her.

      She’s mine.

      I don’t even flinch when I feel the stinging pain of my claws digging into my palms as I fist them to either side of my body. My wolf rises at the panic and aggression of my thoughts, ready to protect what is mine. I relax my hold at that thought.

      That is why I am doing this, why I have to leave now.

      To protect her.

      I turn and look down at her sleeping form. She is on her side, facing me with a hand thrown out as if seeking me even in sleep. Her breaths are even, her face peaceful. When a smile turns her lips up, I almost lost my nerve and hold her.

      But I can’t.

      I won’t risk waking her.

      I drink Adeline in with my gaze one more time, then raise from the bed and hurry to the door.

      As it closes behind me, I shut down all thoughts but one: I hope to make the Morrigan feel even a modicum of this pain.

    

  







            Fifty-One

          

        

      

    

    




      Adeline

      My body is shaking.

      Or is it the earth that is shaking?

      Earthquake?!

      Nails dig into my arms, jostling me and ramping up my fight-or-flight instincts as I’m catapulted into consciousness. My eyes flash open as I struggle against this unseen enemy until my attention hones in on a beaming Celeste.

      “Well good morning, sleepyhead!”

      I let out a screech as I shrug Celeste off of me, then rush to secure the sheet above my breasts.

      “Celeste! What the hell?!”

      I grumpily sit up, rubbing my eyes to dislodge the panicked rush from being awoken by this infuriating asshole.

      Then it hits me.

      Willam’s gone.

      I drop my hands and look at the two faces staring at me. Neither are his. Anu looks stern as she admonishes Celeste.

      “Daughter, that was too much.”

      “Whaaaaa? Should I have let her sleep, then? Let her go to the battlefield to pick her mate’s body up at a later date?”

      Before she can clock it, I hurl myself at Celeste. Both of us fall from the bed, a mess of tangled sheets and flailing limbs. Celeste looks up and bats her lashes as I snarl down at her.

      “Darling, I'm flattered, but this isn’t the time. Unless it is.”

      I slap Celeste.

      “Tell me!”

      “Cliff notes? William rode into battle this morning against Badb and Macha.”

      I push myself off of Celeste, sitting on the floor with my back leaning against the bed. The frame digs into my back as I sit there rigid, waiting for her words to sink in.

      “What? What do you mean? We haven’t decided when to make a move…”

      Celeste sits up facing me and gives an uncharacteristically genuine, sad expression.

      “Sweetling, they made a plan last night to attack today. They warned me that if I brought you into battle with him, you would be killed… that all of us would be killed.”

      Hot tears scald my skin as they trail down my face. I angrily swipe them away, get to my feet, and run to the closet.

      “How long ago did they leave? Is there anyone here that can ebb us?”

      I pull black pants up my thighs then don a black tank top and black boots as I almost trip going back out into the bedroom.

      “They left early this morning. I am confident the fighting has already started.”

      I whirl on Celeste, building power in my fingertips to level her… high priestess or not.

      “Why are you just now making me aware of this?”

      Celeste walks to me, resting her hands on both of my tensed shoulders. I start to shrug her off, but she tightens her grip and pulls me into a hug. I don’t return it. Instead, I focus on my breathing while she rubs circles on my back.

      “Because it wasn’t time yet. Maeve isn’t the only seer on our payroll. I was in contact with one after William changed the path yet again. When he decided to die for you.”

      My body feels like a rubber band, tensing up to the point of snapping. Celeste squeezes me once, then steps back, tucking unruly curls behind my ears.

      “Shh, child. It is not too late. You can still save him.”

      “Will left knowing he would die?” my voice breaks.

      Celeste nods.

      “For you.”

      As tears blur my vision, I shake my head back and forth. I knew something haunted him last night. I just hadn’t known it was this. He had been telling me goodbye. How could I have been so blind?

      It doesn’t matter.

      I won’t let him die.

      “Celeste, tell me what I need to do.”

      “You must go with my mother and me now. Roxana is downstairs waiting to ebb us to the battlefront.”

      I am out the door, down the stairs, and in front of Roxana in seconds. The four of us clasp hands and ebb into hell.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




William

      I rake my claws across one enemy's abdomen while biting out the throat of another. The Raedans caught the Vromik unawares just before dawn brushed the sky over their encampment. Macha and Badb have traveled to one mine after another in northern Africa, searching for Anu’s prison and collapsing each one in their wake.

      Blood drips from my elbows and congeals on my clothes as I wade deeper into the fray, cutting down anyone that dares step into my path. My beast is practically tearing through me, roaring to be let out.

      Not yet, old friend.

      I have to hold him at bay for as long as possible. I know once I turn and give him free rein, my beast won’t care which enemy we focus on.

      I’m more picky.

      I want Badb and Macha’s blood on my tongue, want to punish them for daring to disrupt my life with Adeline.

      A vampire rushes me, snapping his fangs just centimeters from my jugular as we collide. I put my forearms on either side of the bloodsucker’s throat and twist. A sickening pop resounds as the vamp's neck breaks.

      I keep going, grappling with Vromik while scanning the carnage for the two bitches who dare to threaten all that I love.

      There.

      I spot them on top of the hill to my left. They fight side by side, crows circling overhead as blood continuously sprays from the mythos who dare to face them.

      I sprint towards them, barely slowing as my claws and fangs free others’ lifeblood from their bodies. Badb spots me when I am only a few feet away. She snarls and grabs a hold of one of the bodies at her feet, hoisting it up and throwing it at me.

      I duck at the last minute; the body colliding with a Vromik witch that had been trailing me. I hear an ‘ooof’ at my back as the witch goes down.

      Badb frowns for a moment, then flashes her teeth at me. Macha shoots a puzzled look over to her sister, no doubt confused as to why she has stopped fighting. Then, Macha’s gazed alights on me, and she gives a seductive smile.

      “Hello, lover.” She purrs. “Come back to finish what we started?”

      I give her a violent smile. “Not quite what I had in mind, bitch.”

      I circle around them, Raedans and Vromik alike giving the three of us a wide berth. Macha pouts at me, pushing out her full bottom lip.

      “Come now, lover. You’re breaking my heart,” she runs blood-stained hands over her towering frame.

      I feel my wolf sizing the goddesses up through my eyes. We are one mind now, ready to bring both bitches down with us.

      I give a tight grin and make peace with my fate.

      “I prefer shredding to breaking.”

      I give myself up to the primal fury of my wolf as he races up and sends me charging forward on four paws.

    

  







            Fifty-Two

          

        

      

    

    




      Adeline

      I stand still as the Vromik vampire ebbs around me. He is trying to confuse me.

      But I know this game.

      And I’m ready.

      He’s attempting to tire me out by making me try to catch him.

      It isn’t working.

      Instead, I am mapping out his pattern. Left, behind, front, left…

      I throw a blood draining spell when I spot him solidify to the left in my peripherals. Tiny cuts mar his body and eyes. They slowly seep together to form little crimson rivers running down his body. He looks at me in shock for a few moments as they widen to expose muscle and bone.

      He screams when the cuts widen even further, connecting and slicing him wide until the gaping crevices peel his insides from his skeleton and fall to the ground.

      I have never used that spell before. I haven’t used a majority of the spells I have flung today. During my sparring with Everly, we reserved a special block of time to memorize spells only to be used when we were in deep shit.

      I take in the carnage around me and the Vromik demon coming towards me, sizing me up.

      This definitely qualifies as a deep shit moment.

      A gust of wind knocks me back, throwing me into a Raedan wolf. The wolf swings angry, glowing eyes at me for a moment, ready to strike. I hold both hands up and recognition lights his wolfish features. He quickly pulls away, nodding to me and engaging back in his skirmish.

      I zero in on the air demon.

      “Nice trick,” I smile. “Ready to see mine?”

      The air demon tsks at me, then sends a small cyclone my way. Before it can get to me, I cut off the demon's air supply. She looks at me with confusion, eyes bulging while her face turns red. She drops to her knees and begins clawing at her throat, fighting for air that she can’t take.

      I move to the next opponent, a warlock with gleaming eyes and a shaved head. He smiles at me, then beckons me closer with a crook of his finger. He licks his lips suggestively as I step forward, like we’re moving to a darkened corner instead of engaging on the battlefield.

      I build up a confusion spell. We could take turns hurting each other all day, but I don’t have time for that. All I need to do is hit him with this once. His mind will be too muddled to defend himself after that.

      I throw it just as he hurtles one of his own. His hits me in the chest, flinging me to my back. My spine bows as excruciating pain burns through my body.

      It is draining me, using pain to exhaust me. I can turn my head just enough to see the warlock responsible for my current pain.

      He is turning in circles, wide eyes taking in the slaughter surrounding him. At least my spell hit too.

      I try to get up, to get my feet underneath me, but am thrown back again by a wave of agony. Between spurts of searing pain, I feel a presence beside me. My vision clears just enough to see fangs easing closer to my neck.

      I try to raise an arm, to move at all, but I find my body locked in the throes of my torment.

      Damn.

      I really need to learn this spell.

      A piercing pain burns the bend of my neck as the vampire bites into my flesh and begins feeding on me.

      He mutilates my neck, tearing flesh to get my blood faster.

      I can’t scream.

      Can’t fight him.

      My body is feeling lighter. My arms are numb as they give a few weak twitches.

      Not like this…

      I focus my senses on the bodies littering the ground around me. I know exactly what to do.

      I’ve always known.

      Using the blood spilling down my neck, I call to them. I feel a spark as I tether my will to three of the dead.

      “Defend. Me,” I grit out through bloody lips.

      The pressure on my neck is suddenly gone. I slowly ease up on my elbows, my head lolling back as a wave of dizziness threatens to put me back down. I breathe deep and wait for it to pass. When it does, I come face to face with the hauntingly blank expression of a reanimated corpse.

      He kneels beside me, bloody furrows running down his face and neck, awaiting my orders. The other two hold the vampire that was feasting on me. Arms of steel cage around him as he thrashes and snaps his fangs.

      I stand.

      I feel my power swell within and then out of me, feel it go out to the other dead that are just waiting to be awakened by my call.

      They could be mine.

      All of them.

      There is more than enough blood soaking the surrounding earth to pay the price.

      I look at my hollow-eyed warriors. The vampire has gone still, no doubt conceding that he has lost this fight. I can’t help the wicked smile that stretches across my face as I trace the curve of his cheek.

      “Are you ready to serve me?” I purr.

      His eyes harden, but he nods.

      “Yes, I will fight alongside you. Just let me live.”

      I bite my bottom lip as I trace a path to just over his heart. I lean in and whisper in his ear.

      “That isn’t how it works.”

      I punch my hand through his chest, caressing his heart as he gives a garbled scream. The frantically beating slick muscle excites me as it shudders like a tiny trapped bird between my fingers.

      I have to free it.

      The heart separates easily from the confines of his chest. I laugh and hold it up to his glazed eyes.

      So pretty.

      I squeeze it, feeling fresh blood run down my elbows as I ensnare the vampire's sagging body with tendrils of my power.

      “Rise, warrior,” I command.

      I pulse the command to him through our mystical connection, feeling the flare of energy as it bolts into him. His body stiffly straightens and stares at me with unblinking eyes.

      He is mine.

      I turn my back to my four thralls, walking forward into the fray.

      “Follow. Eviscerate anyone who tries attacking me.”

      I feel better than I have in my entire life. Using my power invigorates me, makes me want to fall to my knees in tears from the rightness of it.

      This is what I was born to do.

      My warriors form a protective barrier around me, two ahead and two behind. I barely pay any notice to the Vromik being batted away as they attempt to reach me.

      I set my sights on the ravens circling up ahead.

      I can just make out a wolf roaming under them, stalking ever closer to a certain giantess and warrior goddess.

      My wolf.

      I double my pace, shooting arrows of incapacitating spells to clear a path. I would have killed anyone who dared get in my way, but I need my strength for what lies ahead.

      My warriors fight viciously, uncaring of the hits they are sustaining. Their focus is solely on protecting me.

      A reverberating yelp stands out over the clamor of war, echoing through my ears and stopping me in my tracks. My eyes frantically search the area where William had just been.

      I only see a smiling Macha bend down towards the ground. When she stands up, I see Will’s wolf form cradled against her.

      In the space of a heartbeat, Macha grasps the scruff of William’s neck and separates his head from his body.

      His wolf fades, giving up his skin in death.

      I stop breathing.

      I silently shake my head back and forth, numb to my surroundings, feeling only my mind's refusal to comprehend what I’ve just seen.

      He isn’t… he can’t be…

      Macha kisses Will’s lips, then drops his head at her feet, already moving on to the next foe. His death means nothing to her. Just another stain on her already tainted soul.

      No.

      He can’t be.

      William.

      He’s dead.

      I let the fury consume me, uncaring when darkness raises up as well.

      I embrace it all as I throw my head back and scream my rage at the heavens. The rippling force of my magic lifts me into the air. The tips of my boots drag the ground as I move forward.

      I feel the dead around me.

      An army ripe for the taking.

      I feel no more hesitation.

      This is my birthright.

      Let the dead meet their Queen.

      Blood is siphoned up from the ground, forming a crimson orb around me as I pulse my necromancy out further and further. The power builds and builds within me. It singes my very soul as I throw my head back and scream.

      The magic flows out from me, binding tethers into the vacant minds of the dead. The blood orb shimmers, then bursts out across them. I gaze at the gray sky a second more, then set my gaze on the corpses awaiting their Queen’s command.

      “Kill the Vromik. Kill them all.”

      My warriors clash against their previous allies, ripping limbs from bodies and throats from necks.

      I revel in the confused shouts coming from my enemies. I laugh as friends and lovers try to reason with their reanimated loved ones.

      Begging them to stop.

      But they don’t stop.

      Their bodies are like little flashing lights in my mind. I control what they do. I own them down to the marrow of their bones.

      The prickling power of the goddesses bites along my jawline and down my spine.

      Apparently, the carnage racking up around me has drawn their attention. They weave their way towards me, engaging my undead troops, never letting their gazes waver.

      I give them a wicked smile and crook a finger.

      My face is a sneering mask, but inside I watch in horror as the lights of my warriors are snuffed out.

      I need more.

      I send my necromancy out yet again, sweeping blood up into the air, then over the newly fallen. The energy doesn’t burn this time as it grows inside me.

      Instead, it excites me.

      I throw it out once more, ensnaring each bloodied body with a cord of my power. I let out a shriek as I raise a fresh undead army from the ground and push them forward into battle.

      My warrior's numbers are overwhelming as they swarm Macha and Badb. The goddesses halt their advance on me, fighting to keep up with the massive wave of dead flooding them.

      A voice echoes in my head.

      “Free their souls, Adeline Montgomery.”

      The voice startles me; I look around, but everyone in my vision is locked in the fight.

      The words come again.

      “Free their souls.”

      “I can’t. I don’t know how.” I speak aloud to the voice.

      “Fear not Queen of the Dead. For I have come to show you.”

      Clarity strikes me as the unseen being flashes a memory behind my eyes. I remember the thread of Badb’s soul that had beckoned me that first time we’d met. I recall the feel of it when my magic brushed against it.

      I don’t have to touch the goddesses at all. I just have to get them to let their guard down.

      I pulse my magic down the mystical tethers to strengthen my warriors. Macha and Badb are barely keeping up, but still they evade my grasp.

      I’m not having it.

      I reach deep within, gritting my teeth as perspiration beads on my brow. I coax every speck of my magic up and out, feeling myself weaken in the process.

      It has to be enough.

      I shiver as I feel the tendrils of my power touch the edge of the goddess's souls.

      Their widened eyes fly to me.

      In this moment, I know the most fearsome beings on this earth are shaken by me. I taste their terror on my tongue as I unravel their souls, pulling the threads away bit by bit.

      Badb gives a war cry and sprints at me as Macha clears her path, swinging her vast arms through the crowd.

      I am barely holding on.

      I know that if Badb reaches me, I won’t be able to defend myself. Not if I want to extinguish them.

      And I will extinguish them.

      A prickling energy dances over my skin, tearing my gaze from Badb.

      Anu stands mere feet from me in the chaos. Her ash brown hair billows around her as she closes the distance between us and gently takes my face in her hands. I feel her eyes soften and well up at the contact.

      “Am I going to die?” I whisper.

      “My strong girl, you have just begun to live.”

      Anu brushes her thumbs over my cheeks, willing her strength into my weakening body. I can feel Badb’s presence closing in on us, Macha not far behind.

      I grit my teeth as I fight to maintain my hold on those precious threads, continuing to unravel them as my eyelids flutter. Anu shakes me back into consciousness.

      “Time is running out. I will merge with my sisters and do everything I can to fight them from the inside.” She kisses my forehead and whispers.

      “Always choose the light, Adeline.”

      With that, Anu turns and runs to her sisters.

      I try to grab her hand, to keep her beside me, but she is too fast. I can only watch as Anu embraces her sisters, disappearing with them into a blinding mass of green flames.

      The jade blaze flares brightly, then shoots up into the heavens, leaving behind the most formidable being I have ever laid eyes upon.

      Her curvaceous frame is accented with lean muscle and stretches well above seven feet. Long hair swirls down around her elbows in the color of freshly ground cinnamon, standing out stark against skin that holds an ivory shimmer.

      A sheer sleeveless dress of chain mail encircles the top of her neck and trails down past her ankles, secured by a black leather band just below her voluptuous breasts.

      Black leather boots encase sinewy calves and her cloak of raven feathers is lifted on the breeze behind her. She grips a long sword with ravens etched down its length and hilted in ebony and jade jewels. Her eyes are iridescent glowing orbs that lock onto me, freezing me in place.

      The Morrigan.

      “Behold, the Queen of the Dead, cowering before the Phantom Queen.”

      The Morrigan's voice echoes in the harmony of the goddesses that have made her.

      “Surrender now, Adeline Montgomery, and we will make your death quick.” The Morrigan arches a brow. “Fight us, and we will make you beg for oblivion long before we grant it.”

      I feel my undead warriors around me, still and waiting for my command. I turn and see the group that has been with me from the start, also waiting for my move. Connall stares at me, his gaze saddened but blazing with respect.

      He fists a hand and puts it over his heart. One by one, my friends mimic Connall's show of solidarity, their fists resting over their hearts as they await orders.

      I am humbled beyond measure. It is their trust in me that straightens my back as I lift my chin towards The Morrigan.

      “I will not surrender and I will not stop. If I must follow you to the grave, so be it.”

      I feel magic well within me once more, the strength of it creating a wind that plays with my hair.

      “This ends here, Phantom Queen.”

      The Morrigan nods in answer, then swings her sword down on the nearest undead warrior.

      I fling magic down the tethers to my army, making my orders clear. Kill the Morrigan at any cost. Their lights flare in my mind's eye as they engage the goddess head-on. I send my power out in tendrils once more.

      I sift through the cobwebs of the Morrigan's aura, searching for her soul.

      There!

      I cry out as I latch onto the spectral fiber and pull with all my might.

      The thread unwinds at a sluggish pace as I pulse more and more magic to grasp it. My head dips as another wave of dizziness threatens to bring me to my knees.

      My legs give out and I catch myself before I face plant.

      White starbursts cover my field of vision and my body sways, but I refuse to release my hold or abandon my warriors.

      Even if it kills me.

      I grit my teeth and dig my fingers into the bloody ground. Strength soaks into me, reinforcing both my magic and my will.

      For William.

      I run at the Morrigan, building my magic and tightening my hold on the goddess's soul.

      The Morrigan notices my advance and works to meet me, charging through the undead army with alarming ease. I brace myself, preparing for whatever is to come when we meet in the middle.

      That’s when the Morrigan shudders to a halt.

      The goddess drops her long sword and grasps her head, shaking it back and forth as she sways on her feet.

      Anu!

      The goddess is true to her word. She fights from the inside, distracting the Morrigan long enough for me to close in on her.

      The Morrigan gives me wild eyes and reaches for her sword, swinging it in a blind fury as I duck and circle her. I feel the tension of the soul thread, feel as it disentangles from the Morrigan's body.

      Almost there.

      Coil after coil of it unwinds, floating in the air towards me. I am so focused on the Morrigan's soul that I cannot fully dodge the long sword as it makes a downward sweep. It slices me from shoulder to shoulder. Blood pours down my chest from the wound that could have so easily severed my head.

      The Morrigan wastes no time, straddling me and poising a dagger over my heart. I feel my blood spill over and cool underneath me. My body grows cold as I look up into gloating, iridescent eyes.

      I whisper to the Morrigan, so low that the goddess bends down to hear my words.

      “I bring you peace, sister.”

      I rip the last shred of soul from the Morrigan’s body, absorbing it into myself as the dagger sinks through my heart.

      The Morrigan wails above me as blood trickles from her ears and eyes. She looks down at me in confusion.

      A wet cough sounds as blood pours from her nose and mouth. I am bathed in it. Red dots my vision as I gaze up at her.

      The Morrigan looks down at me, removing the dagger from my heart and placing a bloodied hand over the wound.

      “Our Queen. We thank you.”

      A warmth builds over my heart, growing hotter until I feel as if I am being burned alive. The Morrigan sends a jolt of power down her arm and into my body, collapsing beside me. I feel my heart mend and the skin seal above it.

      Power unlike I have ever known courses through my veins.

      I instinctively know what it is.

      Not only have I taken the power of the Morrigan's soul, the goddess gifted me with her godhood.

      A searing pain lances down my body as the godhood fractures through me to a cellular level, reshaping me until I am a strong enough vessel to hold it. Tears roll down the sides of my face.

      I lose track of time as the licking flames scorch me again and again. Slowly, the pain dulls, turning to a warmth. Finally, that warmth coalesces into pure euphoria. I bask in the thrumming power as awareness returns to me. I open my eyes.

      My undead army stands at attention around me.

      The Morrigan lay at my side.

      “Hey, Addie? You mind calling off your myriad of walking corpses so we can get to you?”

      I turn my head towards Josie’s voice, undead warriors blocking my view. Slowly, I get to my feet. I absently smooth my blood crusted shirt while looking down at the Morrigan one last time.

      I silently thank the Mighty One, then draw on the part of my mind that keeps the corpse's lights bright.

      One by one the lights dim, then go out. The ground raises and swallows the bodies, putting them to rest deep within the earth.

      Fresh tears prick my eyes as I gaze at William’s body in the distance. A hand rests on my shoulder.

      “Let’s bring him home.”

      Connall’s grieving voice makes my tears fall faster. I nod, then lead the way to the male who has fully claimed my heart.

      Someone moved his head to rest just over his neck. I lay a hand on his chest and a sob escapes me as I meet deadened flesh.

      The voice from before echoes through my mind.

      “Queen of the Dead chose light this day. She showed mercy to the ones who lost their way. Her praises we shall always sing, and now we gift her the soul of her King.”

      My eyes widen as a swirling orb forms over William’s body. I jerk my head to the mythos just behind me.

      “A blade! I need a blade!”

      Aisling quickly hands me a dagger hilt first. I slash my wrist with it, then bring it over Will’s mouth, wound down. I place my other hand in the center of his chest and as my blood drips on his tongue; I send my magic pulsing through his body.

      Over and over again, I push my magic into him, willing his soul to take hold.

      I kneel over him, transfixed, as his neck knits back together with his body. It closes seamlessly, then the orb floating over him shoots down.

      William’s back bows with the force of it, straining his arms out to grasp the grass beside him.

      I fall back as he jumps to his feet above me. I laugh through my tears as his panicked eyes find mine.

      “Addie!”

      He kneels down, and I fling myself into his arms.

      “You… you brought me back?”

      I pull back and look into the eyes of my soulmate.

      “I brought you back. I will always bring you back.”
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      Adeline

      I pour blood in a circle, little splatters of crimson painting the bones of a certain warlock I made a promise to. Will watches in disapproving silence. I know he is ready to jump in at a moment's notice to shield me in case the gods change their minds about this.

      I have assured him again and again that I went through the appropriate channels this time; that they agreed Merrick deserves a second chance. But my mate takes his role as my fierce protector very seriously.

      Light comes to my hands effortlessly as I complete the circle and set my ritual bowl aside.

      I have fully embraced my crown as the Queen of the Dead.

      Through the god’s guidance, I am learning control over my magic, choosing to walk in the light and rule over my darkness. I am also an official member of the Raedan now. I can’t help but give him a saucy grin over my shoulder when I bend to dip my fingertips into the blood-soaked earth.

      “I know this is totally out of line since we are coworkers, but… what are you doing later?”

      He smiles at me, his gaze heating under mine. “Oh, I have to go home. My mate has an insatiable appetite. I have to feed it morning, noon, and night. She’s not one for sharing either.”

      “Damn straight, baby.” I giggle and wink at him.

      I turn back to my work, making sure to bend down slowly to the bones in front of me. I hear William growl.

      “Adeline, if this bastard doesn’t rise in the next thirty seconds, he will be shit out of luck.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because that’s how long I'm giving him until I take you away and up against the nearest tree.”

      I grow breathless at the thought, quickly pulsing my magic over the bones and willing viscera and skin to knit around them.

      Merrick's hollow gaze meets mine as I slash my wrist and bring it to his lips. He laps at the seam of the cut and recognition flares in his eyes, his soul fully seating itself within his body.

      “A-Adeline?” Merrick breathes.

      I smile at him. “Welcome back, Merrick.”

      A yelp escapes me as Will hoists me over his shoulder and begins walking away. I catch glimpses of the newly resurrected warlock through a curtain of my hair.

      “Bye, Merrick!” I wave, then giggle as Will playfully jostles me.

      “You have got to be kidding me. I just became corporeal!” Merrick angrily yells at us.

      “Congratulations! Now don’t fucking follow us!” Will yells over his shoulder.

      With that, William breaks into a sprint.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want more of the Raedans?

          

        

      

    

    
      Read on for a sneak peak of Rhiannon and Torstan’s story!

      Oh, and then read on after that for a teaser from Vanya and Draven!
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      Thank you so much for reading Adeline and William’s story! There are so many amazing books out there and it means the world to me that you took a chance on mine. I hope you enjoyed it and are continuing on with the series! I’m an indie author and so word of mouth and reviews are how I get my books in readers hands and grow my tribe. If you have a minute I’d really appreciate it if you left a review on Amazon. It doesn’t have to be much, just a sentence or two creates a huge impact.
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Prologue

      The earth is a crushing pressure to my chest as I claw my way up from its cold depths. Dirt cakes under my splintered nails and burrows deep down into my throat, but my body doesn’t panic. It continues on in a rabid frenzy, fighting for every move until my mangled fingers feel the breeze above. Had I been in control of my body, I would not have had the strength to break the surface.

      But I’m not.

      While my spirit floats above the churning gravesite another has the reigns of my limbs.

      Of my will.

      I can feel an echo of the pain and exertion my newly resurrected body is feeling. The dull throb as organs are reignited, the thirst of my desiccated body as fresh blood wets my arteries. A sucking vortex of fire spears the center of my chest where a gaping hole reveals broken ribs and viscera. My brows knit together at the sight. How could I have forgotten?

      My heart had been ripped out.

      The white, glowing tendrils of my soul flicker at the memory of my death. Claws raking bone, the sucking sound of my heart being pulled free from my chest. His roars of agony in the distance.

      Then nothing.

      The earth seems to grow impatient with my struggling body. With a push from the depths of my grave, my body is freed. Again, my soul briefly shines brighter before dulling. I have heard talk of out-of-body experiences before, but to live it is another matter entirely. I find myself mourning the state of my physical self; the grayed skin and still gaping deathblow. My gaze roams over the dirt-crusted limbs, then shudders as my spectral eyes lock with my flesh-and-blood self. A hollow gaze stares back at me for a moment, before settling those chilling eyes on the witch chanting beside the grave. I can see the back of the her head, the curling silver-blond hair as it sways in a preternatural wind.

      She is familiar.

      Dear.

      A fierce pain stabs through my spirit as I attempt to focus on the witch’s face. White light threatens to blind me as phantom lightning crackles through the surrounding air. I dart up suddenly, barely missing the stinging heat of a bolt aimed directly at my head. That is when the wind picks up, bringing with it a scent that causes me to freeze.

      It’s him.

      His scent wraps me up in the most comforting embrace, before immediately being erased in my mind. I know the masculine notes, but something is keeping me from identifying what they are.

      I know them.

      I just can’t keep them from drifting away from my senses.

      The male presence is an overwhelming force. It begs me to look at him.

      To see him.

      Another type of pain lances through me.

      Anguish.

      Loss.

      Heartbreak.

      Though the feelings are purely emotional, they hurt worse than any physical blow ever could. A sob escapes my spectral lips at the onslaught of such torment, of such yearning. My soul grieves with such intense longing for something that tiptoes along at the edge of my memories.

      The urge to look at him is much stronger than the witch. But, I don’t attempt it. Where lightning and pain stopped me from trying to glimpse the witch, cowardice is what freezes me in place. I am too afraid to look. Too terrified of what I will feel if I see what I have lost.

      Of who I have lost.

      The metallic taste of blood fills my senses as my soul is pulled towards my body. The world goes black for a moment as soul merges with flesh. Warm, strong arms envelope me before my vision returns. I keep my eyes closed and my breathing steady. Anything to keep the punishing force away and prolong these moments with him. His powerful body quakes as he brokenly sobs into my hair. He is always so open and vulnerable with me. Never afraid to show his feelings or how much he cares. I can hear the distant murmur of his voice as he whispers how much he has missed me, of how loved I am. This time spent with him is what keeps the darkness from fully taking me. It reminds me of why I still have hope.

      With him, I am home.

      I am safe.

      His warmth and scent permeate the dream, lulling me and turning the nightmare into my sanctuary. I know these memories I revisit again and again are but a shallow comparison to the real thing. Something is keeping his true scent, the feel of his body, his voice; away from me. That thought makes my breaths shallow and moisture beads at the corners of my closed eyes. My solace is replaced with the torture of not knowing what this truly feels like. Of what it felt like. Something has stolen the knowledge, denying me even in dreams.

      A gravelly voice in the distance followed by the hushed cry of a female jolts me from my desperation, causing me to open my eyes and search for the source. It is in those brief moments that I see him. I always see him. And the lightning always takes his image away. His visage is ripped from my mind and replaced with the white hot agony of a thousand swords cutting away my sight and setting fire to my psyche. His arms tense around me as I buck against him in agony. I open my mouth to tell him I love him, that I’m sorry I’m not strong enough to hold on. Instead, my breath is taken away by a fresh wave of excruciating pain. My mouth opens into a silent scream as I let go.

      A curtain closes over my eyes. Everything goes distant in my mind. The arms that I once longed to feel are causing me to jerk away in disgust and panic. The faint familiarity dims further, replaced with revulsion. A male holds me tightly against him, caging me in and trapping me in his brawny arms.

      I’m trapped.

      “Rhi, it’s me. Come on baby, you gotta fight this! Please!”

      It isn’t his actual voice. The dreams will never let me hear it. But it doesn’t stop the fear from bubbling up and taking hold. My mind is overwhelmed at the holes in my memories. I know they have been taken from me, but I can’t steal them back. Panic crawls over my skin, a thousand tiny spiders prickling my nerves and raising every alarm my body has. I have to get free. Have to run as fast and faraway as I can.

      Everything fades to black. I struggle and break free of his hold. His sadness clings to me, beckoning me to see. To come back to him. Pain flares through me. A warning I heed. But even then I am punished. The monsters come for me The horde is a terrifying sight to behold. They move as a group, sticking to the shadows and darting out as one to pull me under ground to the depths of hell. I dart and sprint through the darkness, my fae speed kicking in as I try to call power to my hands.

      That is when they grab me. One with strong arms and glowing amber eyes, the other bringing the stench of death. They surround me, pull me back down into the earth. Dirt scratches down my throat, invading my lungs and tearing me out of sleep.

      I awaken with a broken sob, my cheeks streaked with the tears that always accompany these nightmares. I roll to my side and draw up my knees. Cold sweat rolls down my back and clings to the sheets tangled around me. I shudder against the loss of warmth and let grief take me.

      My dreams used to be my only escape from the nightmare that is my life. My reprieve from all the danger and fear.

      But that was before the curse.

      Now, darkness reigns and the memories of love are threatening to break me.

      



  




Chapter 1

      The soft rumbling of central heating echoes in my ears as it awakens the ancient bones of the grand Victorian home around me. I close my eyes to the richly deep sound, letting it pull me away from my task, allowing it to distract me for just a little while longer. I want to crawl back under the covers, sink into the sanctuary of my bed. I want the darkness of my mind to ease, to relent.

      But it won’t.

      Not until it kills me.

      My lightly arched eyebrows turn down as my eyes fight to snuff out the radiance of the room.

      But it’s no use.

      Light on the other side of my eyelids prevents me from truly getting lost in the quiet thunder of the heat. I will never get used to it.

      The light.

      And the fucking abundance of it in this room.

      Two long double paned windows run along both sides of my bed, three more tall ones come together to make the overly cheery reading nook of the turret. I turn my head and shift my body on the cushioned seat before opening my eyes. I’m not ready to see what’s in front of me yet.

      The alien features and blinding light are a welcome distraction. My eyes open and I have to make a conscious effort not to immediately close them, to force my watering eyes to focus on my surroundings. One would think that after decades on the run in this strange world my senses would have adapted by now.

      Bright rays of light cascade in from all angles of my room, illuminating the dark ash oak planks and softening the garishness of the pastel pink walls. White lace curtains softly sway with the air rushing down from the ceiling vents, drawing their delicately patterned edges into a sort of dance. The room speaks of nurturing love and warm, joyful days. Almost as if my host had designed it in the hopes of a child calling it their own.

      Instead it is mine, for now.

      Aisling told me I can stay as long as I want, that she hopes I will. My banshee host and now friend is the epitome of all that is good, even if she does symbolize death and the reaping of souls.

      My eyes finally focus and are immediately drawn to my only contribution to the room. A steel colored silk sheet hugs the mattress with matching pillow cases for my memory foam pillows. A deep blue satin comforter embroidered in silver threading stretches across the bed and pools down to the floor over one edge.

      

      The darkness is a stark contrast to the rest of the room. It draws me in, that darkness against the light, enticing me to crawl back in and pull the thick covers over my face to shield me from the sun’s overbearing rays. But I can never escape the heat of the sun in this room, much less its light.

      I’m convinced that’s why Aisling gave it to me. It serves as my gentle reminder to get up and keep going… or go crazy trying to escape the light. I’ve never missed my humble home at the night court more.

      At least there my unseelie eyes hadn’t taken hours to adjust to my surroundings. I’m no meant to be in this world. Though, according to my surviving family members, I’m not meant to be in the night court either.

      Oh the joys of being a halfbreed bastard.

      I catch my head before it can completely drop. It’s a habit. One of many beaten in to me from a young age.

      ‘Keep your head down and gaze averted. What could possibly make you think you have the right to hold your head high, bastard?’

      “Nothing,” my fists clench in my lap, dark claws biting into my skin.

      “I am nothing.”

      I twist back around and settle into the soft cushions of the chair with a sigh. This is the part of my day that I dread the most. My eyes settle on the white vanity tabletop for a moment, before slowly raising to the mirror.

      Almond shaped golden yellow eyes stare back from the glass. My pupils are but tiny pinpricks against the dandelion hues of my iris’s. I can’t help but search them, even as the concept terrifies me.

      There’s some secret in their depths that I can’t seem to unlock. One that haunts me in dreams and breaks down my mind while awake. I know I won’t be whole without solving the holes in my memories, without the knowledge of where this emptiness comes from.

      My heart aches the longer I stare at myself, a gasp drawing my sights down to mt parted lips. The pale rose colored flesh is quivering, threatening to crumble under the strain of my shaking body. Tears catch in my eyelashes, some tracking down my pale skin to drop into my lap.

      How long have I been crying?

      My acknowledgement is all the permission my sadness needs to rush forth and claim me. A sob escapes me, then another and another as I hunch in on myself. My arms cross in front of me, claws digging into my upper arms and strands of hair tangle in my wet eyelashes. I break, my heart ripping at already patched seams while my mind screams out, the echoes searing through my head.

      It hurts.

      Something has been taken from me. Something so integral to my soul that without it, I am slowly dying. I feel it in my bones and outward to the ends of my slightly pointed ears.

      I am fading.

      Going mad.

      What happened to me?

      My hands tense as a shudder runs down my body, my claws sink through the baggy gray sweater I’m wearing and into flesh. The pain is instant, blood tickling down my arm and causing the thick fabric to stick to my skin. My anguish seems to melt away with the burn of my wounds, a parting of clouds in this tumultuous storm.

      The tears stop along with my trembling lips. I look into the mirror again. Wide, yellow eyes gaze back. I dig my nails in deeper, sending tiny spurts of adrenaline through my limbs as the blood continues to flow.

      “I died,” I whisper to my reflection.

      My claws give up their abuse, the pain no longer needed as I gaze into myself and get lost in the maze of my mind.

      Please remember.

      “I was in a cave by the sea. There were immortals all around me, fighting, trying to get to someone before the goddess did. We were on the Isle of Achille.”

      I can still feel myself there. The wet breeze of the cave blew in the salty sea air, chilling my skin with condensation from the waves as I ran to help in anyway I could. I had spent days brewing all manner of potions and tinctures. I remember wanting to be helpful in anyway I could.

      To prove myself.

      I was always trying to prove myself.

      “The further I went into the cave, the lighter it got. Fire demons had set fire to their enemies bodies, I couldn’t look at them. The smell of burning flesh made my eyes water. I knew I had to keep going, to help. I had to get to him. Then I saw her.”

      The goddess. Badb, goddess of war and death. I can still see her as clear as day. Her long black hair streamed around her face as her cloak of crow feathers floated behind her. She carried a broad sword, bloodied and gleaming in the muted light of the cave.

      “She ripped out my heart and I lay there on the ground, listening to him scream...”

      A blinding pain has me clutching my head and falling to the floor. Spasms rack my body as I bite down on my fist to contain my screams. Nerve endings are set ablaze from finger to toe while my mind revolts against some unseen force hoarding my memories away.

      I try to push through and steady myself, try to ignore the pain and skip forward to where it is safe.

      But I can’t.

      So I lay there, breaking the skin of my hand with my teeth, fighting back sobs, and regaining my equilibrium. The pain leaves as soon as my mind gives up the fight. It pulls back suddenly, my tense body collapsing fully against the floor in its absence.

      I died.

      But everything after... everything surrounding my resurrection is a blur. I put myself through this agony every day in the hopes of being able to conquer the pain and see.

      I need to know.

      With a sigh I release my fist and clench my jaw closed. I hold my hand up above me, watching silently as the bloody teeth marks fade and the wound closes. In a matter of minutes the gash is healed seamlessly. The only evidence it had ever been there is the dried blood stuck to my wrist and palm.

      I let my hand drop beside me, then roll my head and rest my chin on one shoulder. The sun blazes directly in my line of sight. Instead of turning my sensitive eyes away from its brightness I let it blind me, let the tears fall against its radiance.

      “I died,” I sob, “I died and now I’m alive. But why? How?”

      My mind begins to wander back to that forbidden trek down memory lane but I quickly shut my eyes and cup my hands over my face.

      Shut it down.

      My mind goes to moonflowers and jasmine. Tiptoeing through the royal gardens, my fingers trailing on all the delicate blooms. The tension eases from my body, my lungs slowly calming my breaths. The memory fades and my familiar brand of sadness creeps back in. Before death, I had always made a point to choose happiness. After everything that had happened in my life, all the hurt and anguish, I could still smile.

      But not anymore.

      Death has changed me.

      

      —

      

      The darkly rich smell of coffee greets me as I step into the grandiose kitchen and come face to face with one of death’s generals. Aisling’s six foot tall, willowy frame is bent studiously over her laptop and a smattering of glowing enchanted papers are strewn across the slate countertop. The glowing glyphs on the papers highlight the delicate pearlescent designs tattooed on Aisling’s hands and forearms as she traces her fingers over the pages.

      Her perfectly pouty lips move soundlessly as she reads the latest reports coming in from the Raedans. I stand across the island from Aisling, not bothering to try and read what the glimmering text says. Myself and a few other witches had spelled the Raedan’s correspondence to only be read by those it is meant for.

      If any other eyes try to decipher the message it will scramble into the three thousand page manual on how to assemble and fly a hot air balloon…and said being won’t be able to tear their gaze away until they’ve finished every word.

      A small smile graces my face as I remember the day we had made the enchanted pieces of paper. One for each member of the Raedans.

      All independently spelled to recognize their owner. It had been weeks ago. Weeks since I’ve seen my friends. Since I’d cast any spells. The grin had officially left me by the time Aisling lifted her mesmerizing cornflower blue eyes.

      “Good morning, Rhi,” she grins, quickly standing and going over to the eight burner gas stove.

      “Morning, Ash,” I call over the sound of the kettle whistling.

      I watch in silence as Aisling spoons fresh eggs and bacon onto a plate then pushes some bread into the toaster. She grabs the kettle of boiling water off the burner and pours it over the waiting coffee grounds nestled in a carafe. Guilt assails me as I watch the banshee work.

      I know Aisling had probably been up for hours and had the world on her plate. But she still make sure I am up and have breakfast before I leave for the day. I have tried telling her she doesn’t have to do this, that I can feed myself.

      ‘I know you CAN dearling, but WILL you?’

      Aisling’s strawberry blond waves dance around her waist as she turns with a heaping plate in one hand and coffee in the other. Her beauty literally lights up the already bright room. The kitchen is designed with an arched ceiling and several skylights so that the sunshine can spill in and paint the dark ash oak in pale grays and browns while bringing out the subtle shimmer of the slate countertops.

      Aisling’s beauty is perfection, and purely seelie. Aisling had been a fae in the seelie court before Death had taken her. She doesn’t like to speak of her murder, or really any of her time spent in her life at court.

      All I know is that Aisling’s husband killed her on their wedding night. She had awoken in Death’s strong arms and taken the oath, forsaking her seelie roots and becoming one of Death’s maidens. Banshees are a rare sight in the mythos world. Most preferred to keep to themselves and stay out of immortal politics. Then there is Aisling.

      I wouldn’t have made it this long if not for her.

      I look down at my plate and try to hide the tears gathering in my eyes as Aisling sits down a mug of coffee in front of her. I have been staying here long enough that Aisling knows exactly how I take it. Just a hint of cream and nothing else.

      I used to prefer black coffee before my friend Josephine introduced me to the wonders of Italin Sweet Creme. Is Jo still my friend? Is Everly?

      The three of us were so close before we joined the Raedans. Each of us had been an outcast longing for a family. Our coven was everything to me.

      It still should be. I just can’t bring myself to face them. I wouldn’t be able to face Aisling either if it hadn’t been for her literally hauling me over her shoulder and taking me home with her.

      My thoughts are disrupted as a groaning Aisling slams her laptop closed and scribbles on a piece of paper. Her script shines brighter than any of the other spelled pages as she writes, the spell activating under her touch and awaiting her command. Aisling puts the pen down and brings the paper in front of her lips.

      “Connall Lennox,” she breathes.

      The writing flares for a moment, then extinguishes, erasing itself from the page.

      “Everything alright?” I ask.

      “Honestly… I don’t know. I have had several different Vromik buyers contact me over the last few weeks querying about Greek artifacts excavated at the base of some mountain in Greece. I was able to purchase a talisman matching the description from a druidess in Sicily but it is only one on a rather long list that they are searching for.”

      Aisling bites her full bottom lip as her eyes narrowed in thought. Aisling is a Raedan and has been for far longer than I have. She also works for the Vromik on occasion as a black market dealer.

      They come to her looking for something they shouldn’t and she weighs the risk of giving it to them or possibly exposing herself as the double agent she is. She has to transact with them, otherwise the Raedan’s lose their best intel. It doesn’t make the decisions Aisling has to make easy.

      I watch Aisling as she paces back and forth on the other side of the counter.

      “I have to give them something,” she finally says, “their list is extensive. Giving up one item will ensure they come back and keep me in the loop while we try to figure out what they’re up to.”

      “It’s a good idea, Ash. I just hate that you put yourself in danger for us.”

      “Psh. Danger would suggest that they could beat me.” Aisling winks and takes a sip of coffee, already turning back and giving her laptop a second chance to show her the answers she seeks.

      I look down at my plate and sigh. I have to at least make an effort to eat. Food just seems to turn to sand in my mouth, my stomach protests anything and everything.

      It’s as if my body is mourning something I can’t comprehend. Coffee is the only thing it tolerates. I grab for my mug and drink deeply, ignoring my taste buds burning against the scalding heat. Maybe their absence will make eating easier for me. I contemplate the eggs with absolute trepidation.

      “I told you I would force feed you if necessary. Don’t test me.” Aisling doesn’t even bother looking away from her research as she reminds me of her threat from when I’d first come here. I don’t deserve this kind of care. Depression rolls in full force. I am hollow, broken. A joke of a life.

      Why couldn’t I have stayed dead?

      “Why…” I begin to whisper, but startle as Aisling clears the space between us and grabs my jaw.

      I gasp as the lattice designed tattoos take on a pearlescent glow on the hand that grips me.

      “Don’t. You are alive. End of story. I am here, just like the others, Rhi. Your circle is big and everyone is rooting for you. But that won’t mean shit in the end if you don’t make the choice to pick yourself up.”

      Aisling keeps her hold on my jaw, shimmering blue gaze boring into my closed eyes. I can’t bring myself to face her. With a sigh, Aisling releases me and goes back to her work. She grabs her black leather Coach messenger bag and fills it with her research then buckles it and slings it across her leanly muscled body.

      “I am going to pick up some supplies to refresh the boundary spell around the house. Do you need anything for your potions?”

      I glance up and immediately regret it. Hope is peeking through Aisling’s gaze. I know she’s trying to get me back into brewing, to take an interest in the things I used to find joy in. Potion making was the one thing I had been proud of. Even with being a dark fae/witch halfling, I had excelled in the art and delicacy it took to master the best brews. My mother had taught me everything she knew. Our days of being my father’s worst kept secret at the night court had been filled with sheltered days gathering herbs and nights concocting potions and reading fairytales. I hadn’t been able to pick up any book and I certainly had no interest in… well anything.

      Why can’t she see that it is taking everything I have just to exist?

      “Um, no thanks. I appreciate the offer but I’m alright for now.”

      Aisling ducks her head in a nod, fighting to hide her expression. But I see it.

      Disappointment.

      “It’s ok not to be ok, Rhiannon. You’re strong.”

      “I know.”

      You’re wrong.

      Aisling nods again and turns, disappearing into thin air as she ebbs away. I wish I had the ability to ebb. What I wouldn’t give to just be able to picture a place in my mind and teleport there.

      Where would you go?

      “Nowhere,” I whisper.

      I am effectively trapped.

      The only safe zones are Aisling’s home, the Gheara pack compound that doubles as the Raedan headquarters, and my place of work. Shame reddens my cheeks as I think of the effort everyone is making to keep me safe. The boundary spells had been high powered before I moved in here, but had to be elevated even further to keep out any lurking fae.

      Aisling had said ramping up security on her home was a blessing in disguise, that she should have done it years ago. But I know better. It is another thing Aisling is doing for me.

      To keep my half brother from hunting me down and exacting his revenge. Three decades had passed since I fled the dark court, my every waking moment preoccupied by looking over my shoulder in fear. Or it had been before my death. Now my anxiety lay dormant at the idea of my brother finding me.

      Maybe he should.

      Maybe it would be better.

      

      Want more of Torstan and Rhiannon’s story? Click here to view Bound by Death’s Curse on Amazon!
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Prologue

      Macha, goddess of battle and sovereignty, stood on the cliffs overlooking the moonlit ocean. Her hair gleamed the same crimson hue of blood as it danced around her face in the wind. She crouched down near the ledge, savoring the sounds of frantic splashing below.

      A love had been doomed this night.

      By her hand.

      She heard the immortal male below, trying to claw through his love’s prison as she drowned beneath the waves.

      The breeze carried the smell of his blood to her as he mutilated his hands against the enchanted trunk and lock.

      She sighed in annoyance… wasting his time.

      He could have spared his female this torture. If he had just done as Macha said, his love would not be forced to drown for all eternity.

      All he had to do was forsake her… and join with Macha.

      The goddess felt the twinge of jealousy like a stab in the heart.

      Always wanting what I cannot have.

      The poor she-wolf had never once begged for her life… had only asked that her male be spared.

      So the goddess had cursed him to swim over his love’s watery grave every full moon… forced to hear her screams as she drowned, only to have her immortality bring her back to drown again.

      Macha wanted him to realize the error of his ways. She needed for him to crack under the pressure of his sorrow, to feel how insignificant his power was compared to hers.

      This was his punishment for defying her, for choosing another when he could have had a goddess.

      Of course, Macha had sensed his soulmate bond to the werewolf from the start. She had known the gravity of her actions.

      She harbored no regrets.

      The watery screams stopped… replaced by the male’s bellows of anguish.

      A vicious smile crept over Macha’s beautiful face as she gave up her seat to the tragedy and walked into the shadows.

      How I love it when the strong break…

      



  




Chapter 1

      Vanya MacFarland let sand sift through her fingers as she gazed out to sea. The salty air ruffled her deep brown hair in its breeze.

      The tendrils moved over her face, sticking to the tears drying on her cheeks. The sound of gentle waves rolling up to the shore calmed her in ways that nothing else could. She had been coming to this spot since she was a little girl.

      Vanya was the eldest daughter of the MacFarland clan, princess of the lycans.

      And she was hiding… again.

      Wolves had come from all over the lands to take part in a festival celebrating the summer solstice. It was Vanya’s favorite time of year… or it had been.

      Now it was the source of her latest panic attack.

      She hadn’t realized what was going on at first. Her mother had presented her with beautiful new gowns made of silks and satins for the day's long festivities. She had insisted that Vanya take extra care with her hair and posture on the morning that they welcomed the clans to their home.

      The greeting ceremony started out just as they always had. Leaders of each clan greeted the royal family. Her father clapped them on the back and welcomed them to his table.

      But then each leader had also presented their sons… to her.

      Every eye in the room had been on Vanya. Each male had given her a warm gaze as they introduced themselves and took her hand. The most she could do was give a slight nod, her cheeks ablaze with embarrassment at being the center of attention. She had tried to capture her father's gaze.

      But he wouldn’t look at her.

      The memory of that betrayal caused fresh tears to roll down her face. He should have warned me. Apparently, her parents had decided it was time to find their shy little princess a mate.

      Claws sprouted from Vanya’s fingertips. She flexed them, marking the sand to either side of her. Anxiety had consumed her since that first day, making her shake and stutter her words when addressed.

      She had never enjoyed talking to beings she didn’t know, had always shied away from new friends. Now, she was expected to mingle with complete strangers, then choose one to join with in mate-hood.

      It was unacceptable.

      She was only twenty summers old, hardly the spinster she was being made out to be. Her parent’s had gone too far.

      The last straw had been when Kegan, son of Chief Njall, had taken it upon himself to subtly caress her bottom when she was forced to share a dance with him. At first, Vanya had retreated into herself, already overwhelmed by the coerced interaction. Her breaths had become rampant, threatening to push her over into a full-on panic.

      Then, she felt his hands where they shouldn’t be.

      Vanya had looked up at him, startled. Surely he just hadn’t been paying attention, and they had slipped. Kegan had looked down and given her an unabashed smirk.

      It had not been an accident.

      She had briskly stepped away from him, stopping the dance, and earning the attention of the room once more. Vanya should have berated him. She should have clawed the smug expression from his face and alerted everyone of his forward behavior.

      Instead, the unease had bubbled up around her, fogging her mind and causing her to shake.

      She had run.

      A splash in the distance drew Vanya’s mind back to the present. She glimpsed the head of a giant horse as it rose from the ocean and stared in her direction. She had seen the hippocampus before, many times in fact.

      At first, she had been uncomfortable with its presence in her secret sanctuary. But over time she had grown fond of it. Vanya knew it was a Mythos, an immortal like herself, but she couldn’t bring herself to shy away from its animal form.

      It would always surface when Vanya was pulling herself together on the beach and play the role of silent spectator. She never felt threatened by it though. The Mythos would gaze at her, almost as if it were sending its strength to her over the distance.

      Vanya stared into its black eyes from across the waves. There was absolutely no color refracted in that gaze, only a darkness that knew no depths.

      The water horse had seaweed plaited throughout its dark mane, which both puzzled and intrigued her. She had found herself wanting to ask how the braids came to be on several occasions but had not worked up the nerve thus far.

      As if sensing her thoughts, the beast shook out its mane, then settled back into its silent perusal of her. She couldn’t help but smile.

      “I wish I could disappear under the waves like you.”

      The words were out of her mouth before she’d processed them. The water horse canted its head at her, as if willing her to continue.

      She shifted on the sand, suddenly very aware that this being could understand her. Vanya pulled the hair back over her shoulders and wiped the tears from her cheeks. Emboldened, she spoke again.

      “I never speak up for myself, never stand up to anyone. If I did, maybe I wouldn’t be here right now.”

      Her words were met with a patient stare, as if her new friend was offering silent comfort.

      Thinking back, this was what it had always done. It kept the distance while she cried, offering solace from across the waves.

      Vanya felt her panic ease. She felt more comfortable in her own skin now, more protective of herself.

      “My parents expect me to marry, to pick a mate by the end of the solstice festival. But none of the wolves I have met have made me feel anything other than unease.”

      Vanya dropped her gaze and absently played with a shell. It was striped with the colors of the sunset and easily fit in her palm. Though the panic had subsided, shame quickly sprung up and replaced it.

      “I should have broken Kegan’s hands for touching me.”

      A low growl carried over the ocean to Vanya. She jerked her head up.

      The water horse snarled, misting water through its flared nostrils in anger. Its raised lip revealed pointed teeth. Vanya shivered, becoming aware that she addressed a fellow predator. She gathered strength from that camaraderie.

      “You’re right. I have every right to be angry.”

      Vanya rose and dusting the sand from her green satin dress. Speaking to this being had not only consoled her, it had given her the strength she needed to stand up for herself. That handsy bastard was about to be put in his place.

      By her.

      She gave the hippocampus a grateful smile. “Thank you for listening. I must go now.”

      She turned but found herself hesitating to leave. Again, she looked into the water horse's dark gaze.

      “I’m Vanya.”

      She gasped in surprise when a deep voice echoed through her mind.

      “Draven.”

      



  




Chapter 2

      Draven held his wife in his arms as the tranquilizer took effect. Her struggles slowly eased and her words became garbled… then nothing. Her body was starting to burn through the medicine too fast.

      Connall had warned him it would reach the point where it would be too dangerous to give it to her… and soon.

      The pack alpha had been so good to them. He had taken them into his home and helped them through his wife’s hysteria the best that he could.

      Draven wiped blood from his face, a reminder of her latest upset. He gazed down at her, willing her to speak to him.

      My darling Vanya. What can I do?

      “I wish I could disappear under the waves like you.”

      Draven froze. That had been the first thing she had ever said to him all those years ago. He waited for her to say more, to open her eyes so he could drink in her gaze.

      Instead, she sagged against him, nothing but dead weight as the chemicals consumed her. It had been weeks since she was rescued from her torment. He had tried everything to get her back with him mentally.

      Draven clutched Vanya close, rocking her in his arms.

      I am failing you once more, my love.

      For almost six hundred years she had been forced to drown over and over again at the bottom of the ocean… only to have her immortality restore her… solely to drown again.

      Because of him.

      Macha, one of three goddesses who made up the Morrigan, had punished Vanya for his love.

      Draven was the alpha of a herd of hippocampi. He and his herd of water horses had been coming to the Isle of Achill for centuries during their migration. One day, he had been traversing the shoreline when he spotted a young dark-haired maiden.

      She had instantly drawn his attention with her petite stature and eyes as blue as the deep sea. Sadness and panic had radiated from her. He remembered tensing and looking for a threat… to find none.

      She had sat on the shore alone. Her arms were wrapped around her knees and she cried heavily, tears streaking down her cheeks. Normally, he would have pressed on. The feelings of a stranger easily forgotten… but not with her.

      He had treaded water in his horse form and watched over her. It was almost as if his soul was telling him something he wasn’t capable of hearing yet.

      “How long was she out this time?”

      Connall stood on the other side of the cell door. He carried a new bottle of sedative and syringes for Vanya. Long black hair threatened to cover one of his eyes as it fell forward over his face.

      “Only a few hours this time.”

      When they had first started giving Vanya the tranquilizer, one dose would last her an entire day. They had long ago maxed out the dosage, now forced to give her multiple ones in a day's time. Soon, her body would be completely immune to its effects, leaving Vanya with no option but to be coherent and in torment from her affliction.

      The madness would completely consume her with no buffer to control it. Connall had warned that if it got to that point and they couldn’t reach her… it would be too late.

      Draven pushed the panic down that was threatening to overwhelm him. It won’t come to that. He trained his gaze on his mate, willing her to get through this.

      Connall entered the cell, stepping lightly as if afraid to wake Vanya. He crouched down once he got to them and studied her face.

      “Has there been any progress?”

      Draven started to shake his head, but froze.

      “She spoke coherently, only for a moment, but I understood. She said, ‘I wish I could disappear under the waves with you.’” Draven bit back a wave of emotion as her words replayed in his mind. “That was the first thing she ever said to me.”

      Connall’s brow furrowed as he stood. He looked down at them with an almost detached regard, searching for something Draven could not hope to comprehend. The wolf was searching through their futures.

      The rune in Connall’s eye flickered, then went back to being just a design in his light blue gaze. That rune marked Connall as a powerful soothsayer, his mother being one before him. He was the only alpha in Gheara pack history to have witch blood running through his veins.

      “We need to keep her under observation. If we can figure out what her mind is putting her through, we may be able to heal it.”

      “What do you mean? You said she was struck mad by all her centuries of torment. Is this but a puzzle to solve? Do we need to piece her broken mind back together?”

      Connall flicked his gaze from Vanya to Draven, then back again. His lips thinned as his rune flashed once more.

      “I cannot see anything when it comes to the two of you. It means your path is still not set. We can work with that.”

      Draven nodded. He trusted Connall, knew that he had been through this before with someone else. Someone he had cared about deeply. Draven had wondered about the immortal’s identity… but knew better than to ask.

      “Record everything she does or says that strikes a memory in you. In the meantime, we will have to start planning what steps to take once we have to stop sedating her.”

      Draven frowned. He did not like where this conversation was going.

      “She is confined to a cell. What more must we do?”

      Connall studied the dried blood on Draven’s face before answering. “Without the sedative to control her, she will be violent. Not just to others, but to herself as well. It will be too risky to be in the cell with her. Not only will she attack with primal ferocity, her mind will buckle under the stress of having us close. Gods knows what she is already dealing with, our presence would only be another threat in her eyes. But, if we leave her alone, I fear she will deteriorate even further. Without interaction, her mind could collapse in on itself.”

      Draven shook his head, his eyes going dark.

      “I know where this is going Connall. We can’t chain her. She’s been through too much already. Chaining her could cause her mind to break further, especially if she is being haunted with memories of her torture.”

      “Are you saying that she is reliving her memories right now?”

      Draven shrugged. “I am not sure. Today is the first time that she has made any sense.”

      Connall considered Draven’s words. “Regardless, it is a good lead to follow. If we knew what she was going through right now, it would help us find a way to reach her.”

      Their conversation was halted when a prickling energy rent the atmosphere, announcing someone’s arrival. Some immortals had the ability to teleport, or ebb, from one place to another. It was an ability that Draven had grown to be extremely appreciative of.

      “Ready for a swim, Draven?”

      Draven sighed and met Torstan’s gaze. The earth demon had volunteered to take Draven to the sea every few days to replenish his strength. As a hippocampus, being away from the sea too long weakened him, made him slow to regenerate.

      With Vanya’s attacks and the threat looming over her, he needed to be at top strength. He gently laid Vanya down on the bed of her cell, taking extra care to tuck her in and sweep the hair from her face. His jaw clenched as his fingers lingered in her dark tresses.

      I need you.

      Shame instantly heated his face. She had needed him all those centuries ago. Regret had him turning from her, unable to look upon the mate that he had failed.

      He was startled to find Torstan staring at Vanya, his brow furrowed. Draven’s shame turned his stomach twice over. In all his sadness, he still fared better than Torstan.

      The earth demon had lost his mate, Rhiannon, in a great battle with Badb, goddess of war… Macha’s sister. Badb had stormed Macha’s prison, intent on freeing her. And free her she did. But not before tearing the heart out of Rhiannon’s chest.

      Torstan had seen the whole thing, powerless to do anything but watch in horror. That’s when Adeline had come in. She was one of the most feared immortals living, the Queen of the Dead.

      She had earned that title by being the most powerful necromancer in existence. Adeline went against the gods wishes for Rhiannon, using an immortal sacrifice to raise her from the dead. The female had risen from her grave while the gods chose to look the other way.

      For a price.

      The gods had allowed Rhiannon to live, but had cursed her in the worst way possible. According to Adeline, she had watched Torstan hold Rhiannon until the love in her eyes had glazed… then turned to confusion and panic.

      Now she was lost to him in a different way.

      It must pain him to see Draven with Vanya, to be reminded of his loss. Nevertheless, Torstan still showed up and offered not only his ebbing capabilities, but his support.

      Draven crossed to the far end of the cell and exited, sliding the bars closed and locking it. Torstan gave him a slight grin that almost reached his eyes.

      “Ready?”

      Draven looked back at Vanya one more time, then at Connall. The werewolf took a seat on the chair by her bed, waving him forward.

      “Go. I will stay with her until you return.”

      Draven hesitantly nodded. He hated leaving her, but ebbing would ensure he would be back within the hour. If it wasn’t for Torstan ebbing him to the sea Draven would have withered away by now.

      He walked to Torstan and put a hand on the demon's shoulder, then closed his eyes. Before he opened them the sounds and smells of the ocean hit him. His heart ached with homesickness.

      He blinked, taking in the crashing waves and cloudy sky. The white shoreline was pricked with small shells and crustaceans loitering about in the sea foam. Draven heard the sea beckon to him, her song a sweet tune in his ear. How he missed this.

      “Thank you.”

      Torstan nodded, folding his arms over his chest. He was on high alert, as with every time they had ebbed to the sea. Torstan took him to a different beach every time, careful not to create a pattern for their enemies to decipher.

      If the Vromik even cared.

      The Vromik were a group of immortals hell-bent on raising imprisoned creatures to help them wreak havoc on the world. Their latest conquest, the Morrigan, had been a success… albeit a brief one. His allies, the Raedans, had put a stop to her reign before it even began.

      Adeline had led that final charge, securing victory for the Raedans while suffering a loss herself. The Morrigan fell, and peace reigned once more. Members of the Vromik had made a hasty retreat, all but disappearing from the world. But Draven knew they wouldn’t be idle for long.

      Draven quickly undressed, not wanting to be from Vanya any longer than he had to be, then went into the water. He waded through the waves, letting out a deep breath when the water lapped at his abdomen, welcoming him. He dove under, shifting his form and racing under the water.

      Draven galloped through the water on four hooves, racing the current and dredging up the seafloor. How he missed this. A glinting caught his eyes on the seafloor. He dove down and down until he trotted on the submerged sand, the glinting turning into a white glow.

      It was a bed of ivory shells. A memory surged through his mind, both making him smile and hurt at the same time. Draven shifted once more and grabbed handfuls of the shells.

      As he kicked his feet up towards the surface, a new determination rose within him.

      

      Want to know what happens next? Click here to view Lovers Lost on Amazon!
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