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HE FOUND ME wandering down the street. Darkness shrouded his big body in shadows, but I knew it was him. The memory—my only one—of the strange woman animating rose bushes flashed through my head. The vines had coiled around the man’s legs as though they were living things with a heartbeat. I swallowed around the dryness in my throat, not daring to take my eyes off his figure. My hands shook with almost the same ferocity of my heartbeat. Wherever I was, the laws of normalcy did not apply. Things were not as they seemed, not as they should be. The thing was, I could not remember how I had gotten here. More than that, I couldn’t even remember who I was. The man—Dorian I believe he said his name was—had called me Gwen. I wanted to trust that if only because it would give a name to this stranger I’d become. Names are powerful. They categorize and explain things, and right now, some explanation would be nice.

“Don’t run,” Dorian said right in front of me. I jumped back, a scream leaving my throat as my brain fought to process how he had just been forty feet away and was now standing right in front of me. His fingers curled around my arm with enough pressure that it didn’t hurt, but I knew I wasn’t going anywhere unless he let me.

“Gwen, calm down,” he said in an uncharacteristically soothing tone, one that did not fit a six-foot-three man wearing leather and sunglasses. My brain spent a split second wondering why he needed sunglasses at night, but the severity of my situation kicked that curiosity to the curb.

“Let me go.” I thrashed against his hold, yanking my body backwards to break his grip. His fingers only grasped me tighter. It only took me a couple minutes to realize that this man wasn’t going to let me go anytime soon. My best defense was playing along, pretending I was calm and ready to listen. I stopped my struggle, took a couple deep breaths, and stared up at Dorian.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he told me, his grip loosening the slightest bit. I nodded all the while thinking that I trusted him about as much as a cobra. His hair was the color of a raven’s feathers, so dark it glistened against the streetlamps.

“Someone hexed you,” Dorian continued, keeping his voice calm. “What do you remember?”

I processed his question and tried to remember something—anything. “Nothing.”

“That’s what I was afraid of. You don’t remember anything about your life, or yourself?”

“That’s what nothing means, isn’t it?” That came out way snarkier than I intended, but I thought I was due for some sarcasm, considering. Taking a moment to breathe and collect myself, I asked, “What do you mean when you say someone hexed me? As in witches, potions, and spells?”

Dorian’s fingers fell away from my arm. He scrubbed a hand over his mouth and chin, tilting his head toward the midnight sky. My feet itched to run but my brain halted them until he answered my question. I really was interested to know what he meant. Plus, this town wasn’t a place I really wanted to be alone in, even if that meant taking my chances with the dangerous man before me.

“We were in a bakery,” Dorian started. “I don’t know what happened. One minute you were across the shop looking at cupcakes, and the next you were gone.” He shook his head as though he couldn’t understand the very words that left his lips. “The owner of the bakery did something to you. All she told me was that she had every right to kick out ‘nuisances’.” He silently chuckled to himself, entertained by an inside joke I wasn’t part of. “I came out of the shop and saw you standing in the middle of the street a couple blocks away. The rest of the story you know.”

“Yeah, you chased me down like a lunatic and then that woman had rose bushes attack you,” I said with a huff, taking a step back. “You know, if you want me to trust you then you need to stop attacking me.”

Dorian snorted. “Attacking you? That’s a little dramatic, don’t you think?”

“What would you call it?” I bit out, remembering how scared I was when he chased me down the street. When looking at Dorian, one wouldn’t associate him with safe. His very appearance screamed ‘danger.’

“I call it saving your ass,” Dorian said just as harshly. “Again. But do I hear ‘thank you, Dorian for chasing my ass all over town so I don’t get myself in trouble’? No.”

“So, you do admit that you were chasing me,” I said, smiling a little, despite myself.

Dorian let out a groan, half-turning his body as though trying to decide if he should stay or just leave me stranded. The sudden realization that I needed him hit me hard. If he decided to leave, I would be lost. I couldn’t remember if I had a home or even lived in this town.

“Thank you,” I said between my teeth, hating that I had to say it but knowing it needed to be said. It was the middle of the night, and I was tired and freezing. Dorian seemed to know me, probably knew where I lived. If I had any hope of remembering myself, he was my only option.

“That painful, huh?”

“Who’s ungrateful now?” I asked him, crossing my arms. “I said what you wanted to hear, now tell me how to fix this.”

“I think your manners disappeared with your memories. I didn’t hear a please in there.”

“Ugh!” I ran my fingernails through my hair, getting even more annoyed when they snagged in tangles. “Forget it, I’ll figure this out on my own.” I started past him, tensing as I waited for him to grab me again. When he didn’t, I stopped a couple feet past him. I had no clue where I was going.

“Can you please point me in the direction of the police department?” If anyone could help me figure this out, it would be the cops. A victorious smile spread across my lips as I realized that I didn’t need Dorian’s help after all.

“It’s that way,” he said pointing in the opposite direction. “About three blocks down and to the right.”

Nodding, I turned and walked past him again. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed he was smiling. What the hell was so entertaining?
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AS I FOLLOWED Gwen, I wondered why the hell I put myself through this. She had been nothing but a thorn in my side since I first met her, yet here I was secretly trailing her as she made her way to the police station. She hugged her hands to her arms, and I knew she must be cold. I should have given her my coat. What has happened to me? Give her my coat, seriously? That woman not only annoyed me with her ability to get herself in trouble, but my reaction to her also frustrated me. I spent eons wandering this world, entertaining myself between the legs of willing women. Gwen was just another woman in a long line of many. At least, that’s what she was supposed to be. I’d screwed up and slept with her, breaking another of my rules. I only had two: don’t sleep with spirit walkers under my tutelage and never bring the dead back to life. I had broken both rules for her. I didn’t know why, couldn’t figure out my motives where she was concerned. She is beautiful, but I’d spent time with a lot of beautiful women, and I wasn’t the type of man that let a pretty face distract me. I’m not a man at all, not really.

Gwen stumbled, tripping over a small pothole in the street. I snorted with laughter, smothering a hand over my face when she turned to inspect the noise. Hiding behind a tree, I peeked around the trunk. She wouldn’t see me; I was hidden by the shadows of the branches. When she began walking again, I slipped out of my hiding spot and followed. My eyes traced her body, enjoying the spill of ebony hair down her back and the sway as her hips moved. Just a day ago, we’d been tangled in sheets and covered in sweat. I thought getting a taste of the very woman who aggravated me for so long would eradicate her from my mind. I thought after I satisfied my need for her, she would cease to complex me. I thought wrong, and it pissed me off. I didn’t get attached to people, didn’t see the point in it. Everyone dies, their meager existence a tiny speck in time while I continue on, wandering the earth like all the lost souls in the realm of the dead. The only infinite thing in this world was death—me. Gwen would die eventually and become just another one of my memories, a woman from a time in my very long existence. I had no business submersing myself in her world any further. My subconscious whispered for me to walk away, leave before things got more complicated. I ignored the warning and continued following her.
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BRIGHT FLUORESCENT LIGHTS blinded me as I pushed through the double glass doors leading into the police department. One main desk sat in the middle of the floor. A short wall formed a U around the reception, blocking anyone from entering the main section.

“Gwen?” A woman with shoulder length brown hair and deep set green eyes stared at me. The dip in her eyebrows told me she was as confused as I was. “What are you doing here at this hour?”

“You know me?” I asked expectantly, recognizing she had used the same name as Dorian. Hello, my name is Gwen. That was the first puzzle piece into figuring out who I was. The crease in the woman’s forehead deepened. She came around her desk to stand in front of me.

“Of course I know you,” she told me. “It’s me, Marie. I’ve been working here for the past five years.”

“Right, of course,” I said, trying to pull off nonchalance. “Did you lose weight, change your hair?” I had no clue why I was pretending as if I remembered her. She was as much of a stranger as my own reflection.

“No,” she said looking down at herself before meeting my gaze again. “Are you okay? Has something happened?”

“I’m okay, but something has happened,” I told her. “Is there a police officer I could talk to?” I swiveled my head to stare around the department. Other than Marie, it looked pretty empty. Half of the lights were off, except the one over the reception and one toward the back.

“I’ll call Micah,” Marie said, moving back around her desk and picking up the phone. By the way she said his name, I was guessing I knew this Micah guy, too. The question was, did I know him because we were friends or had I gotten in so much trouble that I was on a first name basis with the police. Didn’t Dorian say something about me getting in trouble a lot? I sunk into one of the plastic chairs lining the entrance and buried my head in my hands.

“He’ll be here in five minutes,” Marie said. “You want something to drink?”

I shook my head. “No, thank you.” What I really wanted was to crawl into a warm bed, sleep, wake up, and find out this had all been a bad dream.
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The doors opening brought me out of my thoughts. A man with broad shoulders and shoulder-length brown hair stopped in front of me. My eyes took a little trip down his body, taking in his jeans and long sleeve Henley that had three little buttons at the neck, all undone. When my gaze made its way back up to his face, I noticed the unusual color of his eyes. They were the color of whiskey, but with more yellow. Strange, but beautiful.

“What’s happened now?” the man asked me with a small smile.

“You’re Micah?” I asked standing up and crossing my arms. “You’re a police officer?”

“Detective,” he responded with caution. “Gwen, what’s going on?”

My eyes flitted over to where Marie stood beside him, her gaze just as bewildered as Micah’s. The only thing I had to go off of was what Dorian told me.

“Come on, we’ll talk in my office.”

Without another word, I followed Micah down the tiled aisle. Five desks sat off to the side while walled offices were to the left. Micah entered the third one down, shutting the door behind us. The room was basic: white walls, gray carpet, one window behind a gray desk. A corkboard hung on the wall, a picture of a map with routes highlighted.

“Have a seat,” Micah offered, walking around his desk and sitting. When I sat down, Micah leaned back in his chair and clasped his fingers in front of him. “So, what happened?”

“I don’t remember anything,” I told him, just now realizing that he may think I was sick rather than bewitched.

“Something happened, but you don’t remember?”

“No,” I told him, “well, yes, something happened. I mean…” I took a deep breath and tried again. “I can’t remember anything as in…anything. I don’t know where I live, who I am or where I am. I don’t recognize people who know me, or remember anything about my life.”

Micah sat up straight, his eerie citrine eyes widening. “So, you really don’t know who I am, don’t remember anything about us?” He let out a shaky breath. “I thought that little act in the lobby was a joke.”

I shook my head. “Not a joke.”

“Shit. When did you lose your memory, and where are Dorian and Fiona?”

“You know Dorian?” I asked. I shouldn’t have been surprised, though; Dorian looked like he had a few run-ins with the police. “I haven’t met anyone named Fiona.”

“Yeah, I know him. You and he…have been working together. He’s supposed to be teaching you how to yield your powers.”

My eyebrows arched. “I have powers?”

Micah’s face scrunched up. “Of course you do. You’re a witch, Gwen. Well, a spirit walker to be more precise.”

My head was in a whirlwind. I’m a witch? I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know what a spirit walker was or not. If I was a witch, did that mean Dorian was one, too? Was that why he was teaching me?

“Was Dorian with you when you lost your memories?”

I shrugged. “I think so, yes. He said we were in a bakery, and then I couldn’t remember anything.”

“So, you’ve spoke with him since it happened?”

I nodded. “Yes, but I wasn’t sure if I could trust him or not. My memories may be gone, but I still possess my red flags, and he sent all of them up.”

Micah surprised me when he laughed at my statement. “Yeah, he’s hell on the senses. Believe me, I know.”

I studied Micah a little closer. Essentially, he looked normal. The only bizarre thing about him was the color of his eyes. Then again, looks could be deceiving in a place like this. The woman I had run to help for had looked normal also, until she reanimated the rose bushes. Maybe she was a witch too.

“What is this place?” I asked Micah. “I’ve seen some things, things that shouldn’t be possible. Is it some government test city?”

Again, Micah laughed. “Wow, you really don’t remember anything, do you?” When I frowned at him, he continued. “Supernaturals exist: witches, vampires, elves, werewolves… They revealed themselves to the public in the eighties, called it the Great Revelation. Humans accepted us for the most part, but there are segregation laws in some states that determine whether humans and supernaturals can co-exist. For those states, there are magical communities set up for all otherworldly beings. We live in one called Flora. It sits in Missouri, but is bewitched to look like a cornfield to the human eye. This is for our protection against those who wish to harm us.” He gave me a friendly smile. “And that is your history lesson for tonight.”

“Wow, okay,” I said unintelligently, “So it is possible that someone put a…spell on me? Why would someone want to do that, and how do I fix it?”

Micah’s lips thinned as he thought for a moment. “I’ll have to consult with our lab team to see what they know about these kinds of spells. Tomorrow, I’ll investigate the bakery and its workers. I really should talk to Dorian. He may know more about this than you.”

“Someone say my name?”

I spun around to find Dorian standing just behind my chair. The office door was still closed, and I hadn’t heard him enter the room.

“How the hell did you get in here? Are you stalking me?”

He shrugged unapologetically. “I knew Detective Reynolds would want to talk to me. What information is he going to get from a woman who can’t remember anything?” Without invitation, Dorian sat down in the chair next to me.

“He’s right,” Micah added.

I crossed my arms and zoned out while the two men discussed me as though I wasn’t there. I had come to the police station in hopes of finding a quick fix as unrealistic as that was. While Dorian spoke to Micah, I took the time to study him more closely. His square jaw had stubble shadowing it, and he still wore those damn sunglasses. Weirdo. Despite all my misgivings about my stalker, he was attractive—in a biker criminal sort of way. A hint of danger clung to him, almost palpable in its intensity. My eyes fell to his lips, the bottom a little fuller than the top. Something stirred in my gut when I watched his mouth move. He wasn’t just attractive; he was sexy. I mentally smacked my subconscious for that sinful thought. Dorian’s head shifted toward me the slightest bit, and those lips I’d been admiring secretly turned up at one corner. I quickly shifted my gaze to my lap, paranoid that he’d heard my internal thoughts. There was no way he knew what I’d been thinking, at least, I hoped he couldn’t.

“I can’t do much until the morning,” Micah said. “Take Gwen home, and I’ll let you know something tomorrow. With any luck, this is just a temporary spell, and she’ll be as good as new after a good night’s sleep.”

Micah and Dorian both stood, leaning toward each other while they shook hands. Standing, I eyed Dorian with reluctance. Micah had been nice, and he didn’t seem alarmed by Dorian’s presence, or me being alone with him. I had to assume that Dorian wasn’t as bad as my imagination made him out to be.

Dorian and I were silent as we walked out of the police department and down the long walkway that led to the street. I still wanted to know how he’d gotten in Micah’s office without ever opening the door, but I figured there were some things I could not grasp until I got my memories back. Everything in this town was one big conundrum. I felt like Alice, but instead of quirky characters, my Wonderland ended up being filled with monsters. Lucky me.

“You followed me, didn’t you?” I finally said, stopping once we reached the sidewalk. A shiny motorcycle sat beside the curb. I didn’t need Dorian to tell me it was his; what else would someone like him drive? I mentally chuckled at the thought of him cruising around in a minivan.

“Yes, but only because I knew Micah would want to talk to me.” Dorian stepped toward the bike and swung his leg over it, sitting down.

“Then why didn’t you just tell me that?”

He shrugged. “You were pretty hell-bent on getting away from me.” He curled his hands around the handlebars and rotated them back and forth. The motorcycle roared to life, even though I hadn’t seen him insert a key. “I’m not the bad guy, Gwen.”

I took in the sight of this magnificent man straddling the motorcycle and that tightening in my gut returned. His last comment made me feel guilty for judging him before actually knowing him. Though his attitude left a lot to be desired, he had helped me.

Dorian motioned with his head. “Get on.”

“No thanks, I can walk.” I started down the sidewalk, then realized I didn’t know where home was. Stupid. Half-turning, I looked at Dorian expectantly only for him to motion with his head to the bike again. Scratch him being helpful.

“I don’t think I like motorcycles,” I told him, trying to remember if I had any ill feelings toward bikes. I knew my apprehension was more for the man controlling the machine rather than the machine itself. Dorian just put me on edge, plain and simple.

“You don’t know what you like, cupcake,” Dorian said, his tone a little too suggestive for normal conversation.

“Let me guess,” I said, turning and taking a couple steps toward him, “you do?”

“Would you like me to enlighten you?” Dorian asked. “There’s this thing I do with my mouth that you begged me not to stop doing last night. Maybe a refresher would jar your memory.”

My mouth fell open, my voice disappearing from my lips. Dorian chuckled at my shock, his lips peeling back in a shit-eating grin. Jerk.

“You’re lying,” I accused. “You and I…there’s no way.” Only, I thought I remembered him telling the witchy woman who attacked him with the roses that he was my boyfriend. Why hadn’t I remembered that until now?

“I didn’t think it was going to happen either,” Dorian said, “until you presented yourself to me dripping wet and clothed in only a towel.”

“You’re full of shit,” I told him. There was no way I would do something like that, right? Was I that ballsy? It made me call into question just the kind of person I was. Did Dorian and I know each other for a long time? Were we dating before I presented myself to him?

“You’re independent and sexy, Gwen,” Dorian said, breaking into my thoughts. “I see you analyzing the reasons behind why you would do something like that. It’s because you’re a strong woman that goes after what she wants. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. I’m more worried about getting that woman back rather than offending your naïve brain. Hearing these things might help you remember.”

I threw my hands out in a ‘what the hell’ gesture. “You couldn’t choose another memory in the hopes of reviving my brain?”

“I could have…”

I shook my head, annoyed. “So…it looks like I don’t have the best judgment when it comes to men.”

Instead of getting offended, Dorian smiled. “You wound me, cupcake.”

“Your smirk suggests otherwise.”

“Get your ass on the bike so I can take you home.” When I arched an eyebrow at him, he continued. “whose mind is in the gutter now?”

“It didn’t find its way there on its own,” I told him, walking closer. Why was I walking closer? “That was the logical assumption after hearing the things you said.” I eyed the motorcycle, realizing that I would have to wrap my arms around Dorian’s waist so I didn’t fall off. My only other option was wandering around town in the hopes of remembering where I lived. I knew Dorian wasn’t going to tell me. Grudgingly, I stepped toward the bike and swung one of my legs over, steadying myself on Dorian’s shoulder when I teeter-tottered. Lowering myself on the seat, I positioned my legs up and settled my hands on my legs. If Dorian drove crazy, I could always grab onto him. That was my thought, but Dorian had one of his own. Reaching back, he grabbed my arm and brought it around his waist.

“I’d hate for you to take a tumble.” I could see his profile and the hint of a smile ghosting across his mouth. I doubted very much that he was concerned about me falling off the bike. When I didn’t remove my arm from around his waist, Dorian grabbed my other arm and brought it around his body. I interlocked my fingers. The position caused my front to press against his back. The scent of leather invaded my senses, and I found myself annoyed that I didn’t find it unpleasant.

“How far away do I live?”

“About a mile,” Dorian said right before he revved up his bike and pulled away from the curb. The chilly night hair whipped my hair around my face. Just as I was about to remove one of my hands to brush my hair away, his hand landed on mine to stop me. Face full of hair forgotten, I focused on the feel of his skin against mine. I wasn’t going to analyze the emotions taking up space inside my head. Obviously, I wasn’t in my right mind. Having one’s memories zapped could cause a girl to think unclearly. Dorian was annoying and rude—among other things—which should have deterred me from the thoughts racing through my brain. If what Dorian said was true, then just a few short hours ago we had been having sex. Talk about awkward.

Dorian rubbed his thumb against my hand, so slowly that at first I thought I had imagined it. What in the world did he think he was doing? I mean, sure we had an intimate relationship, but since I couldn’t remember it, he shouldn’t have been touching me like that. I needed more information on our history before I allowed that damned tightening in my stomach fool me into believing I was attracted to him. The problem was, I had no clue how to find out about us without asking the man himself. After the snippets I’d heard earlier, I wasn’t sure I wanted a report of our time together from him.

I needed to get my mind off Dorian. Tilting my head up, I stared up at the twinkling stars above us. I closed my eyes and focused on the breeze against my face and the whipping of my hair behind me. I would not think about the way Dorian’s hard stomach felt against the palm of my hands or how he had placed his full hand over mine so that the creases of our fingers overlapped. The breeze. Focus on the damn breeze. He was purposefully trying to rattle me, as though hearing he did something with his mouth that caused me to beg hadn’t. Don’t think about his mouth. The sucky thing was that since I couldn’t remember anything, there wasn’t a lot to think about other than what was happening right now. All of my current memories involved Dorian. Gritting my teeth, I recited the alphabet. I had just made it to the letter M when Dorian braked, and my body jolted into his. My eyes snapped open to see we had stopped outside of a building with white siding.

Once Dorian shut the motorcycle off, I scrambled off and looked up at the building to keep from having to look at him. Two rows of windows formed a double line across the front of the complex.

“So this is home, huh?” It wasn’t much to look at, a generic apartment building with a metal staircase leading to the second floor. I wasn’t sure how old I was, but I had hoped I was doing better for myself. When I pictured home, it was a comfy house with a manicured lawn and a cobblestone walkway. My reality was a bummer.

“You’re up there,” Dorian said, pointing to the second floor. That was a bonus, I supposed. At least I didn’t have to listen to anyone stomping around above me.

I started toward the staircase but stopped when I noticed my stalker was following me. Spinning around, I said, “Thanks for getting me home, but I can take it from here.” Did he really expect me to invite him up?

“Did I forget to mention that I’m staying with you?”

“You live with me?” I didn’t bother hiding the skepticism in my voice. “Are we dating or are we roommates that happen to get drunk sometimes and sleep together?”

“Would it matter?” Dorian moved past me and headed toward the stairs.

“Yes,” I said, following him. “While both call my judgment into question, at least one could be excused by alcohol.”

“Sorry to disappoint you, but alcohol wasn’t involved. Moreover, stop acting like you’re not attracted to me. You and I both know you are. Pretending I’m a bad choice you made isn’t fooling anyone.” Without another word, Dorian headed up the stairs while I scowled at his back.
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THE HOUSE WAS empty when Gwen and I got back. Before all the chaos started, we’d been out to dinner with Gwen’s best friend, Fiona, and her boyfriend, Ethan. It was just after midnight and they still weren’t home. Shrugging out of my leather coat, I hung it on the rack beside the door and watched Gwen inspect the house. She nibbled on her lower lip as she took in the small blue kitchen.

“Not what you expected?” I asked, leaning one shoulder against the wall and crossing my arms. She turned, her blue eyes connecting with mine. The memory from the night before flashed through my head, when those same eyes connected with mine while I buried myself inside of her. They had darkened with her desire, burned me as we held each other’s stares.

“What do I do for a living?” Gwen asked, moving into the living room. I trailed after her, my gaze going to the sofa where she had first seduced me. I wasn’t sure which one of us was unluckier, but at the moment, it felt like me. After finally convincing her there was something between us, someone came along and wiped me completely from her mind. I wanted to scream in frustration, but reserved my temper for the bitch who hexed Gwen. Despite what Micah said, I had my own plans to fix Gwen. Following the rules and laws didn’t interest me, not when I could hand out my own special brand of justice. Once I started ripping someone’s soul from their body they would pretty much do whatever I wanted. Gwen would be back to normal by tomorrow.

“You own a magic shop in town,” I told her.

“I own the shop?” she asked with disbelief. “Business must not be good.”

I shrugged. “You do all right. You’re just not materialistic, and the apartment has suited you.”

Wariness crossed her face. “You know me well enough to make that statement?”

“Yes,” I said simply. The only thing I didn’t know about this woman was why I couldn’t seem to walk away from her. I’d gotten what I wanted, taught her enough that she could be a successful spirit walker. There was no reason for me to stick around any longer. I kept telling myself that eventually I’d grow tired of her and move on like all the other times, but as I watched her, walking away was the furthest thing on my mind.

“Okay, so I’m just going to ask,” Gwen said. “What’s our deal?”

“Our deal?” Her obvious nervousness was adorable. In all the time I’d know this woman I’d never seen her look nervous, not like this. Something about it was endearing.

“Cut the shit,” she snapped. “You know what I mean. Are we dating? I mean, you live with me, and we’ve obviously had sex. What’s our deal?”

In all my existence I’d never had ‘the relationship talk.’ There was one woman a couple hundred years ago that I spent time with regularly, but we’d never discussed what that meant. I am Death. Discussing such human traditions was absurd, but standing in this tiny apartment, faced with this confused woman, I never felt more human than I did in this moment and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

“I don’t know,” I told her honestly. “This is new, only a couple days old actually. Everything was great and then…”

“Then I lost my memories,” Gwen finished. She looked away and then back to me again. “How are we going to fix this?” I could tell that she was off the relationship issue and more worried about getting her life back. Relieved for the topic change, I walked toward her and wrapped my arms around her shoulders, bringing her into me. Reluctantly, she wound her arms around my waist and rested her head against my chest. Holding her felt too damn good.

“I have a plan,” I whispered into the silence of the apartment. “I promise I’ll fix this.”

Lifting her head, Gwen stared up at me. Raising my hand to her face, I brushed her hair back and, ever so slowly, leaned down to kiss her. I didn’t care if she remembered me or not. All I wanted to do was taste her lips again.

“Uh…I think I should get to bed.” She stepped out of my arms before my lips touched hers, avoiding my eyes at all costs. “Where’s my bedroom?”

I sucked in a deep breath, held it for a few seconds, and released all my pent up aggravation on the exhale. If I were smart, I’d find some bar, pick up a woman, and screw her until Gwen was out of my system. That’s what I should have done, but instead I helped Gwen find her room and then retreated to the sofa. I told myself that I stayed because once again she needed my help, but the truth was, I was here because nothing outside of this apartment interested me. I was beyond my comfort zone, walking blindly through an experience I had yet to encounter.

I rested my head back against the sofa cushions, my left knee bobbing up and down like a crack addict jones-ing for his next fix. Closing my eyes, I tried to think of things that wouldn’t lead me back to Gwen. The problem was, I’d become so immersed in her world that no matter what stray thoughts popped into my head, they all led me back to the woman down the hall. Whatever was wrong with me, I didn’t like it.
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I STOOD IN a large open room, the floor hard tile beneath my feet. A cavernous stone fireplace took up one wall, its mouth large enough for someone to walk through. Flames licked against the brick, hissing and popping as it illuminated the space in warmth. Something tickled my feet, and when I looked down; I found thin wisps of fog twining around my ankles like playful fingers. The soft rasp of a man’s chuckle brought my attention back to the room. A beautiful man stood near the fireplace, his hair as black as coal. Little strands fell across his azure eyes. Though not menacing, I noticed the intensity of his gaze. He watched me knowingly, the way only a man who has experienced a woman could. His stare cemented me to the floor, entrapping me in his seductive allure. Who was he, and why did he seem so familiar?

In the time it took me to blink, the man was behind me. His fingers curled around my shoulders, cool and strong. He drew my hair to the side to reveal my bare neck, trailing his nose up the length as he inhaled me. My eyelids fell closed slow and heavy as I tilted my head in the opposite direction to give him all the access he needed. The man was an unmovable barrier at my back, supporting my weight as I sagged against him.

When his lips made contact with my throat, a shudder skipped its way through my body. Energy unlike anything I’d ever felt poked and prodded against every inch of exposed skin. A need stronger than I thought possible overpowered all rational thought until I was near panting for this beautiful stranger. His large hand came around my waist and slid across my stomach. He squeezed his fingers, bunching the material of my nightgown in his tight grip, and began pulling upward. Inch by inch, the nightgown rose, exposing my bare legs, while the man kissed a path down my neck and across my collarbone. The hardness of his erection pressed into my behind, promising me pleasure.

“My Gwen,” he breathed against my skin while his hand slipped under my panties. A shuddering breath escaped my lips as he moved his fingers slowly down between my legs. My breath froze in my lungs as I waited for his touch to make contact with my sex.

“Gwen,” another man’s voice said, bringing me out of the seductive haze of the stranger. I opened my eyes slowly and the stranger was gone. Dorian stood ten feet in front of me dressed in only jeans. My eyes traced the cut of his muscles, highlighted and shadowed by the glow of the fire. Where the stranger was beautiful, Dorian was edgy. The promise of danger clung to him, provoking something inside of me.

When he reached me, Dorian wrapped an arm around my waist and lifted me into his arms without a word. My legs wrapped around his hard waist and, before I could make sense of what was happening, Dorian was kissing me. He claimed my mouth as though it was his to claim, not wasting time with sensual seductions. When his tongue penetrated the seal of my lips, I opened my mouth and welcomed him inside. The first stroke of his tongue against mine sent a jolt sizzling between my legs. My behind sat in Dorian’s strong hands, his fingers squeezing the plump flesh as he moved me against his body. The ripples of his stomach caused the sweetest friction between my legs.

“He can’t have you, Gwen,” he breathed against my lips.

“Who?” I whispered.

A smirk tugged one side of his mouth up, cocky and confident.

I only realized I’d been dreaming when my eyes opened and the ceiling of my bedroom greeted me. Running a hand over my face, I sat up and took in the darkened space. I was still wearing the clothes from the day before, having collapsed onto the mattress as soon as Dorian showed me to my room. The alarm clock beside the bed said that it was just after five in the morning. I hadn’t gotten nearly enough sleep, but I was too wound up from the dream to try for a few more z’s.

Swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, I stared out of the small window beside the dresser. Taking a few minutes, I thought about my life in hopes of remembering something. When only blankness swirled through my brain, I put my head in my hands and grumbled into my palms. Though it had only been a day since I lost my memory, it felt a lot longer. Nothing made sense to me now, and that only aggravated me.

The sound of a door shutting brought me out of my thoughts. Standing, I padded toward my door and opened it just enough that I could see into the hall. There was a room across from mine and a sliver of light spilled from beneath the door. Was that Dorian’s room? As soon as the thought crossed my mind I knew it wasn’t. I’d seen a man’s duffel bag sitting on my bedroom floor, which meant Dorian stayed in my room. The idea of having him in my bed caused a mixture of excitement and fear. I still wasn’t sure what to think about that man, or what being with him said about my character. How serious could Dorian and I be, though, if he didn’t even know what was going on between us? Something about that made me feel a little better. Maybe he’d just been a fling, a bad judgment on a lonely night. He had been helpful in his own way, but that didn’t mean I trusted him. He put me on edge, an instinctual feeling telling me to be cautious.

Opening the door further, I tiptoed down the hall toward the kitchen. I’d been looking toward the living room, afraid I may wake Dorian. However, when my gaze swept toward the kitchen, I jerked at seeing him sitting at the table. My hand flew to my chest as my heart jumpstarted. He sat with his elbows propped up and hands clasped with his head resting atop his knuckles. At my arrival, he lifted his head and my jaw dropped. He wasn’t wearing his sunglasses. Moving closer, I stared at his bizarre eyes.

“Couldn’t sleep?” he asked, leaning back against the chair. I was aware he asked a question, but my focus was on the gray clouds swirling through his sockets. There was no pupil, just fogginess. Realizing I was making the ‘what the hell face’, I dropped my gaze.

“What?” I asked, swiveling my head to search for the coffeepot.

“I’m Death, Gwen,” Dorian replied.

I stopped my search for coffee. “What?”

He inhaled a deep breath through his nose and leaned onto the table again. Now that his eyes were on the tabletop, I noticed the cut of his arms. The cotton on his t-shirt fit snuggly around his biceps, which only made me think of that scandalous dream. Why couldn’t I have dreamt about my life, something to help me remember? More than that, why did I have to dream about two men? Wasn’t one enough to entertain my dreams?

“That’s why my eyes are the way they are,” Dorian explained. “I am the angel of Death.”

I stilled in the middle of the kitchen, shocked at the news. I was involved with the angel of Death?

“I sense you have questions,” Dorian said. I just now noticed how tired his voice sounded, and I wondered if he had slept at all. Did angels sleep?

“Do you have wings?” As soon as the question was out of my mouth, I cringed. Do you have wings? Seriously?

Dorian chuckled. “In a sense, yes. And no, I do not carry a scythe or wear a black robe.” He half turned to look at me, a smirk on his face. “Just in case you were wondering.”

Another thought occurred to me, and just like before, I couldn’t stop it from leaving my lips. “But you and I…we…I slept with a…is that…never mind.” Racing over to the coffeepot, I got to work at making a fresh pot and tried to ignore Dorian’s gaze at my back. When God created humans, he should have made us mute until we consumed at least three cups of coffee. I was convinced that after my veins were laced with caffeine, I could carry on an articulate conversation.

“I’m not the harp playing, halo wearing, white wings kind of angel, cupcake.” Dorian stood and walked over to me. Leaning his hip against the counter, he stood sideways so that he was staring down at me.

“Why are you so flustered this morning?” Dorian asked. “Is it because you don’t remember me and knowing we were intimate embarrasses you?” He tilted his head to the side. The clouds in his eyes crawled slowly across his sockets, and I found myself lost in their abyss.

“Gwen?”

Blinking, I focused on Dorian’s face again. “Yeah, it’s a little awkward, but it’s more than that. I’m trying to figure out who I was and knowing I was with someone like you…” I looked down. “Was it because I also deal with the dead? Are supernaturals attracted to their own kind?” When I looked up, Dorian’s features had hardened. His lips were now just a straight line across his mouth, and his eyebrows pulled together, forming a wrinkle between his eyes.

“Someone like me?”

“I just mean,” I started and then paused, trying to think of what I did mean. “I’m trying to figure out what attracted me to you, I guess. When someone gets involved with someone else, it says a lot about his or her character.” I paused to think. “At least, I think it does. Like say you’re a horrible person. Wouldn’t that mean that I am also horrible?”

Dorian’s features softened the slightest bit, though I didn’t know why; everything I said sounded like an insult. It’s the lack of caffeine, I told myself.

“I had a dream,” I continued.

“A dream?” Dorian asked.

I nodded. “That’s why I’m awake. I couldn’t fall back asleep.”

“What kind of dream?”

Though embarrassing, I knew I should tell him. “There was a dark-haired man, very good-looking with blue eyes. He and I, well, we sorta made out. He called me ‘my Gwen’.” Dorian frowned and looked away. Something about me dreaming about an imaginary man upset him, which only made me wonder if we were more serious than Dorian let on.

“Do I know anyone fitting the description of that man?”

Dorian stared down at me for a long time in silence as though debating whether he should tell me the truth or not. His hesitance confirmed that I did know the other man in my dream. Since I had lost my memories, I kind of thought I knew him. I hadn’t seen anyone that looked like that while I was running around town. One random piece of information I remembered was learning that our brains could not conjure up random faces in our dreams. Those featured in our sleeping worlds could be random people we see throughout the day and just not remember. However, if I saw someone resembling the man from my dream, I would have taken notice. He was that beautiful.

“Who is he, Dorian?”

“Sounds like the vampire,” Dorian remarked with distaste. “He could be pulling you into his dreams through your bond.”

“Vampire? Bonded?” While Micah had informed me that monsters existed, I hadn’t really thought about what that meant. There were really vampires, and I was bonded to one. Why?

“Aiden,” Dorian said. “Your ex. He bonded with you a couple weeks ago.”

I turned my back toward the cabinets and leaned my behind against the counter. Crossing my arms, I stared at the yellowing linoleum floor.

“What does being bonded mean? Is it…dangerous?”

“For him,” Dorian bit out and then looked over at me. “Yes, it can be dangerous but—as much as I hate to admit it—I don’t think Aiden would harm you. It just means you’re always aware of each other. Some of the more talented vampires can pull you into their dreams.”

“I don’t think he pulled me into his dream,” I said.

“Why’s that?”

Spinning back around, I filled the filter with grounds and the tank with water, pushing the start button. Dorian reached out to me and brushed my curtain of dark hair over my shoulder so he could see my face.

“You were there,” I admitted. “You stopped it—us—from going any further. The other man disappeared.” I looked back at the coffeepot. “Can I pull people into my dreams, or was it just a dream?”

“You and Aiden were together and then I showed up?” Dorian mumbled as though he was talking to himself rather than me. I risked a glance at him and found him…smiling.

“What?”

“There are two possible scenarios, both of which are good,” Dorian said. “Aiden either conjured a dream for the two of you and your imagination created me within it, breaking his hold over your sleeping mind, or your memories are resurfacing.”

I perked up at that. “You really think my memories could be coming back?” I’d worry about being bonded to a vampire later. At the moment, the prospect of regaining my mind took higher priority.

“Maybe Micah was right, and all you needed was some sleep for the spell to wear off,” Dorian said.

I chewed on my bottom lip. “Yeah, but I still don’t remember anything.” I tried to conjure any semblance of memories and hit the same static wall I had before. My hope deflated with the knowledge that nothing had changed.

“Hey,” Dorian said soothingly, “all of this will be fixed today. If Micah cannot get the woman to reverse the spell, I will.” Something about the way he said that caused me to look up at him with concern.

“How?”

“I think it’s best you don’t know,” Dorian responded, turning away from me. “You already don’t trust me.”

“My mind has been wiped,” I retorted. “I don’t trust anybody.” Dorian and I watched each other for a few long moments.

“I’m one of the few people you can trust, Gwen. The things I’ve done for you…”

The coffeepot beeped, interrupting the tension between Dorian and me. While I really wanted a cup of liquid caffeine, I needed to know what Dorian meant.

“What have you done?”

Dorian gave me a sad smile, his lips thinned but curled at the edges. As we stared at one another, that something in my gut tightened again. What the hell was that?

“What I had to,” Dorian finally said. Before I could ask him any more questions, he grabbed his leather jacket off the coat rack and left the apartment.
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I NEEDED TO get out of that apartment, away from Gwen. Not being able to touch her was killing me, even more so, the hesitation in her eyes whenever she looked me. To keep my mind off things, I headed toward Flora’s cemetery. It was my job to police the spirits after all. I might as well get in some work until I heard from Micah.

As I rode my bike toward the outskirts of town, I contemplated not stopping. Crossing Flora’s border and leaving the chaos Gwen had caused in my head was tempting. Things were so much easier before her. Gwen believed that I met her because her former NAWC leader, Holly, wished it, but that wasn’t true. Amara, one of the Fates, had directed me toward Moon. From time to time she would alert me to a spirit walker that needed guidance. The world was vast, and I couldn’t sense all of them. Most of the time witches that had the spirit walker powers had their own teachers, people capable of instructing. I only intervened for special cases, those abusing their power or those without any guidance.

Amara stated that she’d had a vision about Gwen and that I needed to intercept her in Moon. She wouldn’t tell me what the vision had been and at the time I hadn’t really cared. I’d known Amara for as long as I could remember and trusted her. It had been easy to worm my way into the NAWC. Using Holly’s need for vengeance against her had gained me entry. I could never tell Gwen why I had been sent to her; Amara was always very clear that subjects should not know their destinies and, even though I didn’t know what the vision was, I agreed. If people knew the truth of their lives, it would only distract them from living. But, the more I got to know Gwen, the more curious I got about what Amara had seen. My own curiosity would go unfilled though; Amara never divulged her visions to me. The best I could hope for were cryptic rhymes that never made any sense.

When Amara directed me to Gwen, I never would have imagined the effect she would have on me. I felt like I needed to walk away, but my feet were unwilling to move. I wanted to wring Amara’s neck for all of this. More than that, I wanted the unwelcomed feelings to cease, and yet, I yearned for more of them. It was hell incarnate inside my head, and it was all because of the pretty little spirit walker I called cupcake.
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I parked my bike outside of the crumbling stone wall surrounding the cemetery. A tall wrought iron gate choked in wild vines welcomed grievers. I could sense the death lurking beyond the barrier. Moving through the gate, I smiled to myself as ghosts disappeared into their graves in fear of me. There was only one reason why I visited graveyards, and it wasn’t to check on the ghosts well-being.

“Eddie,” I called out, walking toward a grave I knew he frequented. Gwen and I had found him haunting a bed and breakfast in Massachusetts, and he had followed us home. I cringed that I’d just included us and home in the same sentence. Shaking off the misnomer, I sent out my feelers for the ghost. There was something lurking beneath the surface of death, something unnatural. Most people fear dying, look at death as something dark, but it’s just as natural as life. Over the millennia, I’d seen the torment people had gone through by losing their loved ones. They cursed me for taking their family and rejoiced when a baby was born. They would never understand that without death, you couldn’t have life. Even the trees lost their leaves to grow new ones. It’s a circle, an unyielding system that all balances the universe. I just happen to keep the death side balanced. However, there was something very off about that power tonight.

Life brings warmth and death cold. Today, the cold overpowered the warmth. I had never experienced anything like it. In all my existence, there had never been a problem with the balance before. I continued to move through the cemetery, focusing my attention on connecting with my power. It whooshed through my chest and swirled like a tornado before it passed through and scattered.

“What the hell?” I mumbled to myself.

“You feel it, don’t you?”

I looked up to find Eddie hovering just a couple feet in front of me. He died in the seventies and was forever clothed in bell-bottom jeans and a t-shirt that read Volvo across the front. His muddy hair was long and shaggy, tied back with a leather cord. I sometimes used him as a messenger or spy. Since ghosts could hide their presence, he was the perfect man for the job I had in mind.

“How long has this been going on?”

Eddie floated closer. “We noticed a shift a few weeks ago, but it was so slight that we didn’t pay much attention to it, man. It’s getting stronger.”

How had I not noticed it? I’ve been too damn distracted by Gwen. Now that I was aware of it, it sent me on edge. The problem was, I didn’t know who to confide in. It wasn’t like I had a mentor to go ask questions. The only person who might have an idea as to what was happening was Amara.

“I need you to do something for me,” I told Eddie. “There’s a new bakery in town—Twisted Treats—I need you to tail the owner. You’ll know it is her by the retro garb she wears. I want to know if she’s conversing with anyone suspicious and what sort of magic she’s practicing. Got it?”

Eddie nodded slowly, a lazy look crossing his face. “Yeah, man, I got it.”

“This is top priority, which means if you don’t take it seriously, I’ll book your ass on a one way trip to the realm of the dead.”

Eddie held up his hands in surrender. “Chill, dude. I said I got it.”

I nodded, turning around and heading back down the path that would lead me out of the graveyard. Just as I reached the gate, I caught sight of fading colors hovering around a bush along the stone wall. Pixies. They zoomed around the dying shrub, their little bodies bleeding bright colors into the early morning gray.

Kneeling down, I inspected the leaves they were trying to bring back to life. I watched in awe as they turned bright green, only to wither before my eyes. Now I understood why the pixies were in such a frenzy. It was in their nature to breathe life into dying plants, and this one wouldn’t stay alive. The more they flitted around the bush, the quicker it withered.

Standing, I stared down at the relentless pixies. There was something very, very wrong in Flora, and it was my job to fix it.
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I CRADLED MY coffee cup in both hands, absorbing the warmth, and stared down at a collage of photographs. Bending at the waist, I inspected a picture of a young girl and me with our arms wrapped around each other’s shoulders. She had the same dark hair and light eyes as me. A relative maybe? Standing up, I moved down the wall, my eyes taking in all the décor in the living room. Desperation soaked through me as I tried to connect something, anything. This not remembering crap was getting old. I knew this apartment was mine, but I felt like a stranger invading someone else’s space. Nothing called out to me.

“Coffeeeeee.” A female voice said behind me. I jumped, almost spilling my coffee, and spun around, finding a blonde woman padding across the kitchen floor toward the coffeepot. Had Dorian mentioned me living with someone? I couldn’t remember.

“Who are you?” My eyebrows drew together when she half turned to look at me. She was pretty with big green eyes and a Cupid bow mouth. Something occurred to me at seeing her in a red tank-top and boy-shorts. Maybe Dorian’s room was the one across the hall and she had spent the night with him. Boyfriend, my ass.

“Gwen?” The woman said, blinking the sleep from her eyes. One of her hands came up and rubbed a path across her porcelain face. “What are you doing up this early?”

My eyebrows crawled up my forehead, eyes widening. “You know me?”

Where my face showed surprise, the woman’s reflected confusion. “What? Of course I know you.” She turned back to the coffeepot and got to work at pouring her a cup. “Let me wake up before you pull whatever game this is. Have you even slept yet or has Dorian kept you up all night?” She looked over her shoulder and gave me a knowing smile. I wasn’t going to dignify that with a response. Thinking about Dorian and me having sex birthed carnivorous butterflies to gnaw at my stomach lining.

The woman spun around, coffee cup in hand, and sat at the table. She rested her head in her hand and closed her eyes.

“Are you okay?” I walked into kitchen and stood beside the table, unsure if I should sit or not. It was obvious this woman was familiar with the apartment and knew Dorian and me.

“Ugh,” she mumbled, peeking up at me through one eye, “Ethan and I hit up a party in Hemlock last night so you and Dorian could have some alone time.” She did that knowing smile thing again. The butterflies stirred. “Ethan may seem reserved, but that boy knows how to get his party on.” Both of her eyes snapped open, and she sat up straighter. A slow smile stretched across her lips, revealing sparkling white teeth. “And the sex…Oh. My. God. Get a couple shots in him, and he’s like Dr. Jeykl and Mr. Hyde.”

I stood awkwardly in the kitchen, unsure what to say. It was evident that she didn’t know that I had lost my memories, but then, how could she? Before she went into the details about this Ethan person and his sexual prowess, I blurted, “I don’t remember anything.”

A wrinkle formed between her eyes. “What do you mean, you don’t remember anything?”

I pursed my lips and shrugged. “Dorian said someone hexed me, taking all of my memories.”

The woman slapped her hand against the table, causing me to jump. “No shit? Why am I just now hearing about this? When did it happen? Have you guys talked to Micah? What did he say.” Through the plethora of questions, she stood. Her eyes went frantic as she thought about something.

“I think I may have a spell to counteract it,” she said, though I could tell she was talking to herself and not me. She chewed on her lip in thought. “Mind spells are tricky. Ethan may know how to handle it. Actually, it may be better to have him deal with it; he’s more practiced than I am. With my luck I’d end up adding the wrong ingredient, and you’d turn into a slobbering vegetable.”

My bottom lip fell so that my mouth formed an O. The woman reminded me of a hummingbird, flitting about the kitchen in a frenzy.

“Ethan!”

I flinched when she yelled his name and found myself wishing for Dorian, if only so he could explain who the woman was and whether I should opt for trying one of her spells. I smiled a little and shook my head that my subconscious trusted him enough to seek his refuge in this confusing time.

A man with dark blond hair stumbled out of the room across from mine and padded down the hall. He rubbed a hand over his face and blinked over at me before turning his attention toward the blonde woman.

“Where’s the fire, Fiona?”

“Right there.” Fiona pointed at me. “Someone put a spell on her so that she doesn’t remember anything. How do I fix it?”

It was nice to finally put a name to the excited blonde face. Fiona. I swirled the name around my brain, testing for familiarity. Nothing. I let out an aggravated huff, and both Ethan and Fiona shot me a look.

“Something happened to Gwen?” Ethan asked in an exaggerated tone. “Must be Tuesday,” he finished with snark. Looking at me, he asked, “Who’d you piss off this time?”

I shot Fiona a look and shrugged at Ethan, which only annoyed him more. It didn’t take me long to find out that he didn’t like me. Just as Fiona was about to reply, the front door swung open and in walked Dorian. That strange feeling swirled through my stomach and traveled up through my skull. I had to stop reacting like this toward him.

“Everyone caught up?” Dorian asked as he shrugged out of his jacket. He moved past me and toward the coffeepot.

“Why didn’t you call me?” Fiona complained, crossing her thin arms and trying a look that I assumed was supposed to be threatening.

Dorian’s back faced the three of us as he stirred sugar into his cup. “Didn’t know I had to. Besides, I’m taking care of it.”

“She’s my best friend,” Fiona said in exasperation. “Of course you should have called me. More to the fact, I’m a spell-caster. You didn’t think ‘hmm, maybe Fiona would know a counter spell’?”

My eyebrows formed arches as my gaze volleyed between Dorian and Fiona. For some reason, her lack of fear of him settled my own. I slid a sidelong glance in Ethan’s direction to find him leaning against the wall with his arms crossed and a bored expression on his face. Apparently, he wasn’t as upset as Fiona. My lips wrinkled as I thought about Fiona’s blunt confession of his sexual prowess. Out of all the things I wanted to know, that wasn’t one of them.

Dorian turned around and leaned against the counter. Slowly, he raised his cup to his lips and took a drink while we all stared at him.

“Excuse me for not seeking the advice of a novice spell-caster,” Dorian finally said. He took a deep breath, his chest expanding and deflating rapidly. “I think we have bigger issues to worry about.”

Fiona and I gaped. What was bigger than retrieving my memories? How much longer did I have to wait to remember my life before he took this seriously?

“Like what?” I asked, borrowing some of Ethan’s snark. “What’s more important than someone stealing my memories, Dorian?” The grin that lifted one side of his mouth only ticked me off more.

“I didn’t mean that finding a solution to your problem wasn’t important,” Dorian explained. “You know that saying things could always be worse?” At my blank stare, he continued. “Well, I think they just got worse.”

“How?” Fiona and I both asked.

Dorian took another drink, his shoulders sagging a little as he prepared himself to tell us what was so dire. I stared down at my hands and realized I was still holding my coffee, and then frowned that it was now cold. During Fiona’s little freak-out, I’d forgotten all about it.

“As Death, it is my job to keep the balance,” Dorian started. “It’s my job to make sure souls reach their expiration date so that new life can be born. When things run smoothly, the balance between the two is a steady stream of energy.” Dorian sat his mug on the counter and crossed his arms in front of him. My eyes took notice of the way his t-shirt gripped his biceps before I diverted my gaze to the floor.

“There’s been a shift,” Dorian said. “The death side is strong, too strong.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

Dorian shook his head slightly. “Honestly, I don’t know. It’s never happened before.”

“Told you,” Ethan said to Fiona. They shared a look and then turned their focus toward Dorian. I made my way over to the table and sat, not understanding what was going on, but knowing it was important enough for me to pay attention.

“Last night Ethan said he felt a disturbance in the energy,” Fiona said. “By this time I had a good buzz going on, and I guess my senses were so dulled that I didn’t notice it.”

“You all sense death?” I asked, curling a leg beneath me and propping an elbow onto the table. Fiona and Dorian joined me at the table, Dorian taking the seat beside me. Ethan made himself a cup of coffee before he, too, joined us.

“No,” Fiona started. “Species that specialize in magic—witches, elves, fairies, pixies, etcetera—receive their power from the earth. An invisible wire of energy connects and binds everything. The balance Dorian is talking about is part of that energy. When there is a rift in it, we can sense it.”

I nodded and turned my head toward Dorian. “Do you think it has something to do with the person who hexed me?”

He shrugged. “I doubt it. The woman would have to be one of us, and I didn’t sense that from her. Besides, Eddie said he first noticed it a couple weeks ago.”

Ethan snorted from across the table. “How is it that a ghost knew before the angel of Death?”

Dorian’s head swung in my direction before he looked away. “I’ve been a little…distracted.” Fiona and Ethan’s eyes landed on my face, Fiona’s smiling and Ethan’s accusing.

“So, you talk to ghosts on a regular basis?” It was a weak question, but I needed to shift the conversation off me. Of course he conversed with ghosts; he’s Death. The corner of Dorian’s mouth twitched upward before his lips straightened out again. I guess it was good that Death found me amusing, right?

Before Dorian could respond, the telephone rang. Fiona shot out of her seat and answered it while we all listened in.”

“Yeah, I can bring her down. No, no change yet. Fine, we’ll be down there in twenty minutes.” Fiona hung up the phone and frowned.

“That was Micah,” she told us. “He wants to speak with Gwen.”

Relief washed away the anxious tension. “Did he find a way to fix my memory loss?”

Fiona shook her head. “Not exactly.”

And just like that, my hope fizzled.
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THE THREE OF us walked up the walkway that led to the FPD building. Ethan chose to stay back at the apartment and search through his magic book of spells for a cure, though I suppose that had more to do with Fiona telling him to do so. Had Ethan had a choice, I was sure he would have vegged and watched television while the three of us scrambled to find a solution. My fingers itched to rip his soul from his body. I didn’t play where Gwen was concerned.

I placed my hand on the small of Gwen’s back when we passed a man. The maneuver was automatic, and it took me a moment to realize what I’d done. She looked up at me with those big blue eyes, and I felt my fingers curl, squeezing her shirt in my grip. The look was just a glance, a split second where our eyes connected, but there had been something behind her gaze. I didn’t remove my hand from the small of her back, and she didn’t signal that she didn’t want me touching her. Despite a shitty morning, this little hint lightened the weight on my shoulders the slightest bit.

Fiona walked into the FPD ahead of us. I caught the door and motioned for Gwen to go before me. I’d held doors for women before Gwen, but that was out of nicety and not care. Again, as I thought about my actions around Gwen, I realized that I cared for her. This revelation sent a jolt of something heavy through my stomach. As a rule, I did not get close to anyone, for obvious reasons. The fact that I was just now realizing I liked Gwen more than I should made me uncomfortable. Then again, hadn’t all the signs already been right in front of my face? I had moved in with her under the ruse that I needed to be close so I could teach her. If I was being honest with myself, I just wanted to be close to her. At the time, I told myself it was because I wanted to sleep with her. Of course after that happened, I stuck around. I was quickly running out of excuses for staying.

“Oh my God!”

Fiona’s squeal brought me out of my head. I looked in the direction of her gaze and felt my mouth fall open. What the hell? A man stood off to the side with a four-inch hole through his heart. I watched people move behind him through the hole.

Gwen watched in horror as the man began to pace back and forth. Her body navigated to my side as though it sought my refuge without her consent. The warmth of her soft frame against my side beckoned something in me. Without thinking about it, I wrapped my arm around her shoulder and held her against my body.

“Please tell me you guys are seeing this,” Fiona said, half turning to look at us. Gwen and I both nodded. “How is he alive? I mean, is that even possible?”

“It shouldn’t be.” Micah’s voice took our attention off the grotesque man. “Walk with me.” He motioned with his head to follow him. As we began walking, Gwen glanced down at her shoulder as though noticing for the first time that my arm was around her. Her eyes shifted up and met mine. I quirked an eyebrow in challenge, daring her to prove that she didn’t like being in my arms. A small smile creased her lips before she looked away, but she didn’t shrug my arm away from her body. Maybe she didn’t need to remember our history to realize that there was something between us. It was absolute, memories or not.

The three of us entered Micah’s office. Fiona and Gwen sat in the two chairs facing the desk while I leaned against the closed door. I stared at the werewolf, silently threatening his life if he didn’t have good news for us. Realizing that I had been quick to rip souls and ask questions later, I took a calming breath. Since Gwen, anything revolving around her set me ablaze—temperament and body. If someone disrespected her, I’d rip his soul from his offending body. If a man got that look in his eyes when he looked at her, I wanted to reach inside his chest and shred his existence. It was insane and more possessive than I ever thought myself possible. Rules never applied to me before, but after Gwen, I didn’t even know the fucking meaning of the word. Somehow, she had become my sole focus, and that shit needed to stop. Because she had distracted me from my purpose, the balance between life and death had gone unnoticed for weeks, possibly months. It was unacceptable. She was just a woman; I could shake her. I had to, had to ignore the connection and get back on track. I should probably stop putting my hands on her then. The thought crossed my mind, and I grimaced. Yeah, touching her was not a good idea if I wanted to get my head straight.

“So,” Micah began, and I pushed all thoughts to the back of my mind so I could pay attention. “We contacted Ms. Willow—the owner of Twisted Treats—and brought her in for questioning.” Micah leaned back in his swivel chair, his hands clasping behind his head. Why the hell was he so relaxed when the world was in chaos? Gwen’s memories are gone. The pixies cannot bring plants back to life. The balance is screwed up, and there’s a man pacing the lobby with a fucking hole where his heart should be. Micah’s lack of concern pissed me off, but then, the weight of the world wasn’t sitting on his shoulders like it was mine.

“A baker hexed you?” Fiona asked Gwen. She shrugged, not remembering what happened.

“She admitted to hexing you.” Micah’s eyes settled on Gwen’s face “But she claims that the spell was supposed to wear off after a couple hours. When I asked her why she did it, she confessed to having illegal spells in her shop. She mentioned that you asked her about them and, as a new witch, she panicked.”

“Well that’s just fucking great,” I snarled, pushing off the wall and standing behind Gwen’s chair. “This woman is a new witch and practicing illegal spells, ones that she obviously doesn’t know how to mix because if she did, Gwen’s memories would be back by now. I hope you booked her ass.”

Micah sat up in his chair and folded his arms across his desk. “There are steps we have to take regarding certain species. And,” Micah continued when I started to open my mouth, “there is something off about her. She claims to be a new witch, but she smells human to me. Besides, doesn’t magic choose you guys when you’re young?” He directed the question to Fiona.

“Yes, usually in our teens, but there have been some cases where people didn’t receive their powers until their twenties, but it’s very rare.” Fiona paused a moment to think. “What did you mean when you said she smells human? Witches are very close to the human race so I don’t see how that is unordinary.”

Micah smiled. “Yes, for the most part witches smell just like humans, but you guys have a little something extra. Behind the human scent, there’s a zest.” His eyes cut to Gwen, who had been sitting quietly with her legs crossed. “Except for Gwen. She used to smell like fruit.”

Gwen flashed a look at Fiona before she glanced back at Micah. “I’m going to pretend that discussing how people smell is normal,” she said. “What do I smell like now?”

“You still smell like fruit, but it’s not ripe anymore.”

Gwen’s jaw dropped as she gaped at Micah’s rude comment. She lifted her shirt and tucked her chin to her chest to sniff. When I laughed through my nose, she half turned to look at me.

“You think it’s funny that he just said I stink?”

“I never said you stunk,” Micah corrected. “Rotting fruit isn’t that unpleasant, it just isn’t as sweet as it used to be.”

“It’s the death that clings to her,” I explained and watched Gwen’s eyes widen right along with her mouth. “Since she’s embraced her spirit walker side, she’s more connected with death than she was before.” For reasons unknown, death has a rotting fruit smell. I’ve become so used to it that I barely notice it anymore. Noticing Gwen’s discomfort, I changed the topic.

“So this woman,” I began, “you don’t think she’s really a witch?”

“I don’t know,” Micah answered. “There’s just something…off about her.”

“So where is she now and how do we get Gwen’s memories back?”

Micah released a ragged breath. “She’s in a holding cell. I sent a team over to her bakery to dispose of the illegal spells. I cannot do anything with her until I hear back from the NAWC. Since she’s a witch, they have control over her fate.”

“That’s bullshit,” I snarled.

“That’s the way it is, Dorian. Each species has a court of their own, and when someone breaks the laws of their kind, it has to be reported to the designated government. Illegal spells are in the NAWCs jurisdiction.”

“Did you ask her about a reversal spell?” Fiona asked.

I shook my head and paced behind Gwen and Fiona’s chairs, annoyed that Gwen’s recovery was being halted by jurisdiction rules. I didn’t trust the NAWC one little bit and doubted they would treat this as a high priority. Look how long it took them to convict Holly. Incompetent bureaucrats.

“That’s the thing,” Micah said, and I knew he was about to piss me off even more. “Ms. Willow doesn’t know what went wrong with the spell in the first place, so she doesn’t know how to fix it. She did inform me that memory spells are dangerous and have to be handled with careful precision.”

And there it was, the final nail in the small box that held my patience. My temper flared to life, and I stopped pacing. My fingers flexed at my thighs, and my eyes shot to the window that overlooked the main floor. Somewhere in this building, Ms. Willow was being held, and I intended to do a little questioning of my own.
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“MS. OZLAND MIGHT know how to fix it,” Fiona supplied. “She’s the best spell caster in Flora.”

Micah nodded. “You may be right. The NAWC knows what has happened, but who knows when they’ll send someone to fix Gwen. After you leave here, why don’t you give her a call?” Fiona nodded enthusiastically while I remained quiet because I had no clue who Ms. Ozland was and trusted Micah and Fiona when they said she was the best.

“Now on to the other problem I wanted to discuss with you,” Micah said. “Actually, this is more up your alley, Dorian.”

I noticed Dorian had started pacing like a caged lion behind our chairs a few minutes ago. While Fiona and Micah talked, I concentrated on the rustle of his jeans as his thighs glided together. I kept stealing glances of him from my peripheral, itching to jump out of my chair to grab his hand and stop him from pacing. All it took was for someone to say his name. He stopped just behind my chair, his large hands curling around the back as he waited for Micah to explain what he meant.

“That man out there,” Micah started, motioning with his head toward the interior window of his office. “He came in just before sunrise claiming that his boyfriend ripped his heart out. At the time, we didn’t know he meant it literally—until he took his coat off and showed us. The blow should have killed him on the spot, but as you can see, he’s still walking and talking. And that’s not the only bizarre thing I’ve had to deal with this morning.” Micah released a heavy breath through his nose and scrubbed a hand over his stubble-lined jaw.

“I received a call from the hospital stating that they haven’t had any deaths in the past week.”

I pursed my lips. “Isn’t that a good thing?”

“It would be if they meant they haven’t had any life threatening cases. They claim that no matter the injury, nobody is dying. They had a woman come in after a spell exploded in her face. The doctor I spoke to assured me that there was no possible way the woman should have survived it, yet she did. Word is slowly getting out that…” Micah’s lips snapped shut, and he looked between the three of us. His mouth opened and then closed again like a fish gasping out of water.

“What?” I asked at the same time Dorian barked the same question.

“It seems,” Micah started, “people cannot die.” His eyes shot up to where Dorian stood behind me. “You know anything about this?”

“We need to go,” Dorian said, his voice sharp with authority.

I twisted at the waist to look up at him. “Why? What’s going on, Dorian?”

He stared down at me and wordlessly reached out his hand to me. Should I trust Dorian and go with him, or should I stay and discuss what was going on with Micah and Fiona? By his reaction, I knew he had an idea as to what was happening. If I wanted answers, I wasn’t going to get them from Micah or Fiona.

I reached up and slid my hand along Dorian’s palm. His fingers curled around mine and pulled me up out of my seat and into his chest. The front of my body pressed against his, and he wrapped an arm around my waist so that his hand settled on the small of my back. Being this close to him awakened those pesky butterflies. They swooped, twirling their electric wings through my stomach, and sent little shockwaves to every one of my nerve endings.

“Where are you going?” Micah asked, standing behind his desk. “If you know something, I need to know.”

Dorian said something, but I stopped paying attention when his scent invaded my nostrils. My eyes drifted closed on a long blink, and I memorized the smell of leather and some earthy type cologne with a hint of spice. It was intoxicating my brain and drawing me closer to his body.

“If anyone is going to help Gwen, it’s going to be me.”

My eyes snapped open upon hearing my name, and I stared straight at Dorian’s chest. My hand had somehow found its way to his left pectoral. Embarrassed by my forwardness, I dropped my arm and took a step away from him, but he tightened his grip around my waist and drew me into him again. Risking a glance up at him, I found the corner of his mouth lifted so slightly that I wasn’t sure if I imagined it or not.

“Fiona,” Dorian said, “would you please contact Ms. Ozland and see if she can help?”

“Sure.” Fiona’s face didn’t look as confident as her bubbly voice. “What are you guys going to be doing?”

“Official Death/Spirit Walker business,” he said with a smirk. Bringing his attention to Micah, he added, “It’s out of your jurisdiction, Detective.”
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“So are you going to tell me what we’re doing?” I finally asked. Dorian and I walked down a long hallway in the FPDs building wordlessly. My mind was too focused on the fact that our fingers were intertwined and how I reacted to being pressed against Dorian’s body in Micah’s office. I wondered if my response toward the angel of Death was some lingering memory working its way to the surface. I hoped so. Along with my life, I actually wanted to remember Dorian. I wanted to put meaning behind my reaction toward him. There was something very erotic about us being close enough that I could just push myself up on my tiptoes and kiss him whenever I wanted. I wanted that familiarity with him, I realized.

“I’m going to ask Ms. Willow my own questions,” Dorian said. “I think she’s lying out of her ass.”

“You think she has something to do with all these strange occurrences?” Dorian was quiet for so long I thought he might not have heard me.

“No.”

I waited a couple seconds for him to elaborate, but when he remained quiet, I knew he didn’t have any plans to. He told Micah that this was our jurisdiction, which meant I had a right to know what he knew, memory loss or not.

“Who’s responsible then?” We stopped at a junction in the hallway. The clacking of heels echoed down the intersecting hall, coming toward us. Dorian stepped closer to me so that my back hit the wall and our fronts meshed. Slowly, he raised an arm to rest beside my head, caging me in, and leaned down so that our faces were close—too close.

The reflective surface of his sunglasses displayed my wide eyes and startled features. I worked to calm myself and relax my face. We stared at one another while the footsteps came closer, me with bated breath and Dorian with that frustrating grin.

“I liked you touching me in Micah’s office,” he said with a low, seductive voice that affected me more than it should. I dipped my chin to break our contact, but Dorian shifted closer and drew me back to him. My eyes shot upward and locked onto his face. He was another inch closer, our lungs breathing the same air. Something about that was too intimate. My eyes trailed a path down his face and settled on his lips, appreciating the fullness of the bottom one.

“I think you liked touching me, too.” With his free hand, Dorian gripped my chin while his thumb caressed a path along my bottom lip. My mouth parted beneath his touch.

“What are you doing?”

“Showing a great deal of restraint,” he replied, but leaned even closer to me. The weight of his chest pressed against my front and caused what little air was in my lungs to lodge in my throat. This was restraint for him? It felt very calculated and well-practiced to me.

The woman that the footsteps belonged to rounded the corner and continued down the hall in the direction we’d just come from. Dorian didn’t move or acknowledge that the threat was gone. His body was a wall of steel in front of me, his influence a living breathing thing overpowering my senses. I couldn’t pretend I didn’t like his nearness. I liked it—a lot. I knew he was going to kiss me, or at least he wanted to. My subconscious screamed for him to close the last little gap between our mouths and put me out of my misery. When he withdrew from my body, I silently screamed for his teasing and my wanting. I shouldn’t want him to kiss me, shouldn’t like his body against mine, shouldn’t wonder what his lips taste like or if my dream did the real Dorian justice.

I scrubbed my hands over my face and through my hair as I tried to clear my head of all things Dorian. Why didn’t he kiss me? My subconscious whispered, and I told it to shut up.

“You okay, cupcake?”

I looked up to find Dorian standing in the entrance of the new hall waiting for me to collect myself. He was calm and collected already. Jerk.

“Peachy,” I deadpanned.

He chuckled and motioned for me to follow him. This time I kept my distance, choosing to walk on the other side of the hall to keep him from touching me. Our walk was much shorter this time. We stopped outside of a door that had a sign announcing the holding cell above it.

“I don’t think we should be doing this,” I told him when he gripped the handle and swung the door open. I didn’t want to end up in the cell next to the woman who cast a spell on me.

“Don’t worry, no one is going to catch us,” Dorian consoled. “And if they do, I can handle them.”

If that last part was supposed to put me at ease, it didn’t. Still, that didn’t stop me from walking through the door. The answers weren’t going to deliver themselves to us, so we had to hunt them down. If anyone could get them, I knew it was Dorian. The man was scary when he wanted to be.

The door softly clicked closed behind us. Rows of cells lined either side of the small hall, all empty except for the one at the end. I looked down when I felt Dorian slide his hand into mine. With reluctance, I pulled my hand away and started walking. I couldn’t let Dorian fog what little was left of my head. I was still fighting through the haze from his earlier act of teasing. Dorian was an enigma to me, harder to figure out than a rubix cube while blindfolded. One minute he was seething in silence and the next he was he flirting and teasing me. He made my head spin.

“Oh my gosh,” Ms. Willow gasped when we stopped outside of her cell. She wore a powder blue dress that had a high waist and cinched bodice. Her sandy brown hair was pinned back at the sides.

“She said you would come,” Ms. Willow confessed. “She said that you would threaten my life, possibly take it.” Her voice shook as her eyes pleaded for mercy.

Dorian took a step toward the cell, his face hardened and serious. Tilting his head to the side, he asked, “Who?” The deathly calm of his voice sent chills to even my arms.

Ms. Willow’s head began to shake from side to side and she wrung her dress between her trembling hands. I knew I shouldn’t feel sorry for this woman, but I found myself worried for her safety. Dorian had been like a caged animal in Micah’s office and now he stared at his prey.

“I can’t tell you,” she told Dorian, and then looked over at me. “I’m sorry. I did what had to be done.”

I took a step closer to the cell. “What do you mean? You…you stole my memories on purpose, like you knew I would come in and had it all planned out?” None of it made sense, and it pissed me off that I couldn’t even remember losing the memories in the first place. I could sense the missing information like static noise swirling through my brain, but couldn’t connect with it. It was maddening.

Ms. Willow nodded. “It had to be done,” she repeated. “You’re not right.”

My jaw dropped at her ominous words. Dorian slammed his hand against the silver bars. The sound reverberated through the small space and caused me to flinch.

“Tell us who ordered you,” he snapped.

“I cannot, and if you take my life, you lose all hope of ever finding out.”

“Will it wear off?” I asked, ignoring the shaking of my hands. “Will I remember?”

She shook her head slowly, apology in her hazel eyes. “No, dear, you will not. Your life will not come to you until it is taken.”

“What does that even mean?” I wanted to reach through the bars, grab a hold of her shoulders, and shake her until the words falling out of her mouth made sense. I wanted to scream in frustration and punch something. Maybe Dorian was rubbing off on me.

“You were cursed before I came into the picture,” Ms. Willow said in explanation, which only made me want to shake her more. I looked up at Dorian for answers, but I knew that he didn’t hold any. The realization that I may never remember my life, my friends—Dorian, was too much.

You’re not right, twisted its way through my head, pin-balling around my empty skull. I didn’t know why I put so much stock in those three little words, but they struck a chord with me more so than anything else she said.

“Hey,” a deep voice said from down the hall. “What are you doing in here?” Dorian and I both turned our heads to see an officer standing by the door, his hand perched above his gun. I threw my hands up in surrender and looked to Dorian to make sure he wasn’t about to do something stupid. A sinister smile curled one side of his mouth up, and I had an oh shit moment right before his arm snapped out and wound around my waist. He pulled me into his chest and then everything disappeared.
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“WHAT WAS THAT?” Gwen shrieked once the air dissipated and we materialized in her bedroom. Her eyes shot around the space and finally landed on me.

“We needed a quick escape,” I told her.

“You can teleport?” Her eyebrows scrunched together, and her lips pursed. “Why can I identify strange things like teleporting, but I can’t remember my own middle name?”

“I suspect the spell constraining your memories was designed to only hide things that pertain to you specifically. Since teleportation doesn’t, you remember it.”

I walked over to the bed and sat on the edge. Though Ms. Willow hadn’t divulged a cure for Gwen’s memories, she had said enough to make me worry even more. Her mistake was saying Gwen wasn’t right. I had a sneaking suspicion I knew what that meant, but would hold my tongue until I was absolutely sure. No need to worry Gwen even more.

“So we got our answers,” Gwen said, coming to sit beside me. “They weren’t the answers we were looking for but…”

I looked over at her to find her staring at her reflection through the mirrored closet doors. Her eyes had that glazed over, zoned-out look. Maybe she wasn’t seeing herself at all but lost to the thoughts taking up space in her head.

“She’s the one who hexed you,” I told her. “Do you really think she would tell us the truth?” I didn’t believe what I was saying, but I felt the need to say it for Gwen’s benefit. If she still had hope then she would continue to search for a solution, and I desperately needed her to keep fighting. I worried that she would just accept that she would never retrieve her memories and just stop trying to put the puzzle pieces together. Having just won her over, I wasn’t ready to let her forget about me, which only contradicted my plans to keep my distance. Detaching from her wasn’t possible. Every time I thought I had things under control, I would take a step in the wrong direction, and it always led me back to her, like that little stunt in the hall at the FPD. I was an addict, and she was my vice. Did they have meetings for idiots like me? Hi, my name is Dorian Hade and I’m an addict.

“She said I wasn’t right,” Gwen said, her eyes blinking as she refocused on the present. Her head swung toward me. “What did she mean by that?”

My left hand curled into a fist as the coldness within me froze every bone in my body. I had never felt guilty about anything in my life before, but as I looked at Gwen’s questioning eyes, it smacked me right in the chest. All of this was my fault.

“I don’t know,” I lied. “She’s crazy, Gwen. Don’t listen to her.” Everything started clicking into place for me: the unbalanced energy, the pixies, the guy with the hole in his chest, the hospital’s claims. I shot up from the bed and rubbed a hand over my face.

“What’s wrong?”

I stared down at Gwen, and the past replayed through my head, the moment I made my biggest mistake. A rogue had just attacked Gwen at her shop. By the time I made it to Broomsticks, he had already knocked her around quite a bit. She had lost a lot of blood and had trouble focusing. I remember the rage that consumed me when I saw her so helpless, not to mention the anger I felt towards her for not defending herself better. By the time I killed the rogue, Gwen’s life was already slipping from this world. I laid her on the counter, her body broken beneath my hands. When her spirit emerged from her body, my world stopped turning. Everything ceased to exist in that moment. In my very long existence, I had claimed millions of souls but this one was different, this one meant something to me. I forgot about my job. I forgot about what was right. I forgot about what was best for Gwen. In that moment, selfishness reared its ugly head and controlled my actions. I couldn’t send her to the hereafter. I couldn’t accept losing her. And I didn’t. Instead of guiding her to the realm of the dead, I placed her soul back in her body. My number one rule, and I had broken it for her, or maybe for me. I just could not let her go.

An inexplicable feeling overcame me as I realized that everything that was happening was my fault. I knew that whoever paid Ms. Willow to hex Gwen did so because of what I had done. When she said Gwen wasn’t right, she meant that Gwen’s soul was already expired and not meant for this world. I didn’t know if those were her words or her employers, but I intended to find out. Who knew what I had done, and what did this mean for Gwen’s life?

“Dorian?” Gwen’s voice brought me back to the present. She stood and closed the space between us. “What is going through your head? Did you figure something out?”

I stared down at her and, before I could think about what I was doing, my arms were pulling her against my chest. I held her tightly, one hand on the small of her back and one hand cupping the back of her head. Someone was going to try to take her from me again. Whoever it was, they had better pray I did not find them first.

“You’re scaring me,” Gwen said. “What is going on?”

I couldn’t tell her the truth, not until I found a way to fix what I had done. She wouldn’t understand, not now that she couldn’t even remember that day. I told her in New Orleans what I had done, but I also assured her that it wouldn’t have any serious repercussions. At the time, I believed that.

“Nothing,” I told her. “I was just thinking about the unbalanced energy. I think I may know how to fix it.” It made me sick how easily the lie fell from my lips.

“Ms. Willow just told us that I wouldn’t get my memories back and that someone hired her to hex me, and you’re thinking about the energy imbalance?” She ripped herself out of my arms and took a few steps to put space between us. I would let her be pissed at me for this because I knew if she knew the truth, she might hate me.

“It’s nice to see where your priorities are,” she said, turning to face me. “I don’t get you, Dorian. One minute we’re discussing my problem, and the next you either disappear or start thinking about something else. I hate that I have to depend on you and Fiona to fix me, but you guys are my only hope, if I even have one.” Her shoulders sagged, and she crossed her arms. “I just need to know you’re taking this serious.”

I moved toward her, and she tensed, but I didn’t stop until we were so close that our shoes touched. The anger contorting her face smoothed while she looked up at me.

“There is nothing in this world I take more seriously than you.” I fingered a stray strand of her hair, wrapping it around my index finger. “You, cupcake, are mine, and I take that very seriously.” I dropped the stray strand and slid my hand along her neck until all of my fingers were tangled in her ebony hair. Leaning down, I brought our mouths together and captured her bottom lip. At first she didn’t respond, but when my tongue caressed a path along the seam of her lips, her jaw slackened and willingly invited my tongue into her mouth. I groaned at the connection, my grip on her hair tightening as I wrapped an arm around her waist to draw her into me. Her breasts pressed against my front and made me want to rip our clothes off so that I could feel her skin against mine. I wanted to feel her hot breath against my lips as I filled her, hear her wanting moans as I drove into her hard and fast. I wanted to fuck her into oblivion only to bring her back and fuck her again. But none of that could happen, not when the truth of what I had done weighed on my chest, not when she may hate me after finding out that I had ruined everything and had no clue how to fix it—how to fix her.
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I HAD BEEN listening to Fiona recount our past for the last two hours. She spoke with Ms. Ozland and learned that spells revolving around the mind were tricky and dangerous. There were spells to take me back in time so that I could see a memory, but since I couldn’t remember anything, someone who shared it with me would have to be with me. Ms. Ozland suggested we try it as a last resort, and that my best chance at regaining my memories was through doing things I usually did in my everyday life. Fiona thought if she told me enough stories about our life and myself that something may click and surface. So far, nada.

While I couldn’t remember the stories she told me, that didn’t mean I wasn’t enjoying hearing them. Fiona told me one where I demonstrated a green thumb potion for a customer at my shop and the plant ended up shooting through my roof. Magic was amazing and it bummed me out that I couldn’t remember it. Though Ms. Willow didn’t have faith that I would regain my mind … I did. I decided to stick to the bright side instead of lose myself to the darkness of negativity. Besides, why would I listen to Ms. Willow?

As Fiona started another story, one revolving around a love potion gone awry, I thought about Dorian. I knew he knew something and wasn’t telling me. What I didn’t know was why. I gripped my bottom lip between my pointer finger and thumb, pulling slightly as I relived that kiss in my bedroom. It had been powerful. After it was over, he took a deep breath and left me standing in my room staring after him. Currently, he stood in the kitchen with his cell phone pressed to his ear. He had one hand against the countertop and stood half leaned over as he spoke in hushed tones to someone.

“Are you listening, Gwen?” Fiona asked. “Any of this ringing any bells?”

I snapped my attention back to her and shook my head. “No, sorry.”

Fiona’s shoulders fell, along with her face. “We could go to your shop,” she suggested. “We’ll grab lunch and head over there. You spent most of your time at that place. Maybe it’ll knock something loose.”

As we stood up, I asked, “Where’s Ethan? Maybe he figured something out.” He was supposed to be searching for spells and information regarding memory loss while we went down to the FPD. That was over three hours ago, and I still hadn’t seen him.

Fiona chewed her lip and looked away from me. “Don’t be mad but…he contacted the NAWC.” I knew by her nervousness that I should have reacted in shock or anger, but since I didn’t remember the NAWC, I just stared at her with uncertainty.

“Okay?” I said, arching my eyebrows. “They’re our government, right? I mean, the witches’ government.” Even after everything I learned and saw, I still felt silly saying witches and believing I was one.

“Did I hear you right?” Dorian asked. “That little khaki-wearing douchebag ran to the NAWC to tattletale? Man, is he going to be pissed when I take his life before he can cash in all those brownie points.”

Fiona placed her hands on her hips and glared at Dorian. “Big surprise,” she snapped, “something doesn’t go your way and you threaten a life. You don’t like something, you steal a soul.” She stalked toward Dorian and poked a finger in his direction. “Call him a tattletale all you want, but you’re the one acting like a bully.”

“I’m trying to protect Gwen—your best friend. The NAWC has done nothing but screw her over and that little brownnoser you call your boyfriend just ran back to them to tattle. Besides, Micah already contacted them and they haven’t called back with a solution.”

Fiona and Dorian glared at each other while I tried to anticipate their next moves. I silently prayed that Dorian wouldn’t hurt Fiona.

“Ethan is just trying to help,” Fiona shot back. “He didn’t know Micah already contacted the NAWC. They have the best spell casters there and, when he couldn’t find anything, he thought someone at the headquarters would know how to fix Gwen.” She crossed her arms and cocked a hip. “He didn’t run to them to tattletale; he went to find a solution for Gwen. Do you really think I would be okay with him betraying my best friend?”

Dorian shrugged. “It’s not like you’ve been there for her these last couple months, but I have. I am the one who watched over her while you guys stayed in Moon and Holly was scheming, while you were off with Ethan and enjoying yourself. I am the one who protected her from the rogues.” Dorian’s voice rose with each new sentence, his face hardening to marble. “I am the one who was here when you weren’t. I am the one who broke all my rules to save her ass.”

My mouth fell open. “What do you mean: you broke all your rules? What rules?”

Fiona’s body sagged, and she looked down at the floor, defeated. I would talk to her in a minute, but right then, I needed to know what Dorian meant.

Dorian released a ragged breath. “We’ll discuss it later, when there’s not a possibility that it will make its way back to the NAWC.” He shot Fiona a glare, the ominous clouds within his sockets darkening to almost black.

“Stop it,” I chided. “Fiona has done nothing but try to help me since she learned I lost my memories. She’s here spending her time trying to help me fix this.”

“Of course she is,” Dorian retorted, “she’s probably feeding information to Ethan so that he can tell the NAWC.” He pointed a finger at Fiona and said, “If any of those bastards come for her, I’ll have their souls so fast they won’t even realize it until they’re wandering around in the realm of the dead. Think about that before you or Ethan sic the NAWC on Gwen. I am not someone you want to fuck with.”

“Calm down, Dorian,” I said. “I know you think it’s your job to protect me, but it’s not.” When he began to speak, I held up my hand to stop him. “I appreciate you guys helping me figure out this memory thing, but beyond that, I’m responsible for myself. I may not remember our history, but I know you’re taking this boyfriend thing way too seriously—like to the point of being scary possessive.”

Dorian rubbed the back of his neck and nodded. “You’re right. When it comes to you, I lose my fucking head. I don’t mean to and I don’t want to, but since meeting you it’s been one thing after another, and I keep wondering when things are going to give.” He took a moment to think. “All of this is my fault, Gwen. Maybe that’s why I’m so on edge. This time I can’t point fingers at anyone but myself, and that pisses me off.”

I took a step toward him. “How is this your fault?” Dorian’s eyes shifted and I knew he was looking past me to where Fiona stood. “She’s not going to tell anyone,” I told him.

“Gwen,” Dorian breathed, coming toward me. He clasped my hands and stared down at his thumbs as they caressed a path across my skin. “I think I’m the reason this is happening. I think…” He took a ragged breath and released my hands. “I think this has something to do with what I did after the rogue attacked you.”

I wrapped my arms around my body, needing some sort of security. “I’m not even going to ask what a rogue is because I think I get the gist of it, but what could you have done that was so bad that it would cause me to lose my memories?”

Dorian shook his head, just a slight movement that made me think he was fighting with his subconscious on whether he should finish his confession. Taking a step forward, I gripped his hand and drew his attention toward me.

“Tell me, please.” Was the man before me, my supposed boyfriend, really to blame for my predicament? A wave of nervous anxiousness settled itself in the pit of my stomach as I waited for him to reply.

“The rogue killed you, Gwen,” Dorian said. I heard Fiona gasp behind me, and her soft footsteps as she moved toward me. My eyes were locked on Dorian and the tightness of his jaw.

“I didn’t get there in time,” he continued. “I was too late. I have transported countless souls, but I couldn’t watch yours fade away. I don’t know why, but I couldn’t let you go.”

Out of my peripheral, I saw Fiona move to stand beside me but I couldn’t look away from Dorian. The weight of what he had said was slowly sinking in and immobilizing me. I was frozen with this knowledge. My brain added up what he said, and the conclusion shook me to my core. This was the rule he had mentioned breaking.

“You didn’t,” Fiona breathed with disbelief.

“You replaced my soul, didn’t you?” I asked him. “As the Angel of Death, you’re able to take souls, which means you can also replace them. Only, you’re not supposed to, are you?”

“It was as though I didn’t have a choice,” Dorian admitted. “I don’t know why I did it, Gwen. In all my existence I’ve never returned an expired soul before.” Dorian stared at the floor for a long moment, his jaw tightening. “The fucked up thing is that even if I had a redo, I wouldn’t change a thing.” His head lifted and my eyes met smoky clouds. “I just couldn’t accept your death.”

I thought I heard Fiona sigh beside me, just a slight wispy breath falling from her lips, but I chose to ignore it. Dorian and I stared at one another for a long moment before the phone rang. I jumped at the sudden noise, breaking my gaze from Dorian. Fiona rushed over to answer the annoying intruder.

“Hello?” She cupped a hand over the receiver and whispered, “It’s Micah.”

“No, Ms. Ozland said memory spells are tricky and that it was dangerous to just have her drink any ol’ potion. She suggested we coax her memories back by helping Gwen remember daily routines and recounting her life back to her.” There was a long silence as Fiona listened to Micah speak. Dorian and I stood beside each other, our bodies tense and my emotions totally wrecked.

“Ethan is with the NAWC right now,” Fiona replied, and I heard Dorian snort beside me. “They know about the problem and probably haven’t called you back because they wish to not include a werewolf in our business, no offence.”

“Yes, I know you’re a Detective, Micah,” Fiona shook her head. “What do you expect me to do? If the NAWC doesn’t wish to speak to you, nothing I can do will change that.”

“Oh, for the love of the Goddess,” Fiona said in exasperation. “I will call Ethan and see if he can talk some sense into them. Seeing as how I’m here in Flora, and not with the NAWC, it’s the best I can do. Bye.” She hung up the phone and spun around to face us with her arms crossed. The corners of her mouth were turned down in either worry or annoyance, I wasn’t sure.

“What was that all about?”

“Micah is freaking out because the NAWC hasn’t called him back and supposedly things are getting worse and weirder, whatever that means.”

“It is a little odd that the NAWC hasn’t responded yet,” Dorian said. “Maybe we should head into town to see what’s going on.”

“I’m sure they’ve looked into it already,” Fiona responded, “but I think checking it out is a good idea.”

“I’m game,” I told them, and then stabbed a finger in Dorian’s direction. “This conversation is not done.”

“Got it,” Dorian remarked.
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WE DROVE THROUGH Flora in a red Jeep that Dorian informed me was mine. He drove while I sat in the passenger seat and Fiona sat in the back. We had just turned down Main Street and had yet to see anything out of the ordinary. I don’t know what we were expecting to see, but from how Micah reacted on the phone, I assumed the town would be in utter hysteria.

“What the hell?” Dorian pulled over to the side of the road and parked the car. Leaning toward the steering wheel, he stared out the windshield.

“What?” Fiona and I said in unison.

“The bakery is gone.” Dorian got out of the car, slamming the door behind him. Fiona and I looked at each other, shrugged, and exited the car too.

“The bakery where I lost my memories?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Dorian replied, walking closer to the building where it had been. It was now just an empty storefront with a ‘for sale’ sign in the window. Fiona and I peered through the window to find it bare inside.

“That is weird,” Fiona admitted and I agreed. Even if by some chance Ms. Willow closed the shop, there was no way she could have had it cleaned out that fast, or maybe she could.

“Could she have used magic to move out?” I asked, feeling a little silly for the suggestion.

“Not from a jail cell,” Fiona answered. “And why would she when the store just opened?”

“I hope that was rhetorical,” I said, “because I have no clue how people operate in Flora.” I wanted to remember this quirky little town, remember all of my experiences while living in it. What I didn’t want was to go down the rabbit hole further, and it seemed that’s where we were headed. The worried expressions on Fiona and Dorian’s faces warned me that they were troubled by this news. And, while I thought it was odd that a new shop would close up so fast, I couldn’t connect with the severity of the situation. What did it mean? Why would Ms. Willow have a grand opening one night and then close a few days later? I stopped processing my thoughts and gasped.

“I remember.” I said this to no one in particular, but I knew Dorian and Fiona would hear me. “I remember her mentioning it was her grand opening.”

“That’s right,” Dorian urged, taking a step toward me. I didn’t know if he was waiting for all my other memories to surface, but I couldn’t concentrate on them when he watched me like a science experiment.

I shrugged and threw my hands out in front of me. “That’s it, that’s all I remember.”

A hint of a smile ghosted across Dorian’s mouth before it disappeared. “That’s good.”

I found myself smiling, that little bubble of hope growing tenfold with the resurfacing of the memory. In my mind, I could picture Ms. Willow greeting me as I came into the bakery and announcing that it was the store’s grand opening. Then the scene faded into black and static noise spiraled through my head.

“Isn’t that Jillian?” Fiona asked.

I was still staring at the storefront and spun around when I noticed Fiona faced the street. She pointed to a young woman with short blonde hair. She stood on the other side of the road, her arms outstretched and her head tilted back as through relishing in the warmth of the sun.

“Who’s Jillian?” Dorian questioned. I half smiled because that was exactly what I had been thinking.

“Gwen hired her to help Penny out with the shop,” Fiona explained. “She’s a vampire.”

I looked back at the girl, taking in the fact that the sun was high in the sky and she stood beneath it without fear. “Vampires and sunlight is a bad thing, right?” I asked.

“Should be,” Fiona said. “But that man with the hole in his chest, the one Micah told us about, he was a vampire. They said he walked in the sun as well.”

“It’s the energy being off balance,” Dorian added. “It has to be. Micah mentioned that no one could die, which would explain why Jillian isn’t a pile of ash right now.”

I tipped my head up to stare at Dorian. “Is this because of me, of what you did?”

His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “Maybe, I don’t know.”

Just then, the young woman’s head snapped back down. A big smile stretched her cheeks wide, and as her eyes opened, they connected with the three of us. I shrieked and jumped back when she appeared in front of me. One minute she was across the street, and the next she was a foot away from me. Dorian’s arm came around my shoulders to steady my jumpy feet.

“Whoa, didn’t mean to scare you,” Jillian laughed. “Isn’t this amazing? I’m walking in the sun! After changing, I didn’t think I would ever see it again.” She beamed, her eyes going up to stare at the sky. “It’s strange to miss something I used to take for granted. When I was human I never thought about daylight, but now that I have had five years of darkness, I miss it.”

“Jillian,” Fiona started, getting the young woman’s focus back on us. Jillian’s eyes landed on our faces again. “How did you hear about being able to walk in the sun?”

“Oh, every vampire knows. The news started to spread after Linus tried killing his boyfriend. He expected the sun to carry away his ashes, but as the moon fell and the run rose, nothing happened. Linus had been watching from the safety of his home and, after determining that his boyfriend wasn’t burning, he stepped outside. It’s a miracle!”

“So vampires have like a phone tree or something?” I immediately felt stupid after asking that question. Jillian’s smile didn’t falter. She was smiling so much that it was sort of creepy, all white teeth and gums.

“This is the biggest thing that has ever happened to vampires,” Jillian explained. “I’ve only been one for five years, but can you imagine living hundreds of years in utter darkness? This is the first time we’ve been able to walk in the sun since we were turned. That sort of news spreads.”

“Aren’t you guys worried, though?” I asked. “What happens if it’s only temporary and you’re caught in daylight when it wears off?” As I watched Jillian’s excited features, I worried that something would shift and all this bizarreness would cease. Eventually, things would go back to normal, right?

Jillian shrugged. “It’s worth the risk. You have no idea how depressing a life of night can get. Besides,” she shrugged again, “we don’t turn to ash right away. If it wears off, we’re fast enough to get somewhere safe before it becomes fatal.”

I nodded, all the while wondering if what Dorian had done was enough to produce these substantial side effects. How would replacing my soul cause vampires to be able to walk in the sun? Then it hit me; it didn’t have to do with vampires frolicking in the sun. Just like Micah had told us no one was dying. All of the vampires soaking in the daylight should have died the moment their feet stepped outside their homes this morning. Since Dorian had ignored the laws of death, it was malfunctioning—just like a piece of machinery that breaks down. Unfortunately, I was the defective part in this scenario. Once we straightened me out, the world would run smoothly again, and all the laws that bound supernaturals, such as vampires burning in the sun, would go back to normal. As long as I was alive, Jillian and the other vampires were safe.

“I have to go,” Jillian said. “Gwen, call when you open Broomsticks.” She headed down the sidewalk, her head tipping back to stare up at the sun peeking through the clouds.

“Okay, that was weird, right?” Fiona asked as we watched Jillian disappear around the corner.

“I’m going to say yes,” I told her. “I may not be able to remember this world, but even I know vampires and sun don’t mix.” Turning toward Dorian, I asked, “It’s because of what you did, isn’t it? You said the balance was off and because of that no one is dying.” I stared at the space where Jillian had disappeared. “Will they be okay, the vampires enjoying the sun?”

“Yes, I suppose it is,” Dorian replied. “As far as their wellbeing”—he shrugged—“I don’t know. They’re cheating death.” His shoulders bobbed up and down as he exhaled a deep breath. “I’m out of my comfort zone here. There is no protocol for this sort of thing.”
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After grabbing lunch at a café called Espresso Self, Fiona and I went to my shop while Dorian disappeared on an errand. We were currently sitting on the carpeted floor eating turkey sandwiches and sucking down iced lattes. Glass cases formed six rows across the floor, filled with items I had yet to check out. I saw small glass vials filled with colorful liquids on one shelf. Each had die cut tags hanging from the corked top, and I immediately thought of the “drink me” vial from Alice in Wonderland. As I stared at the potions, I wondered if I had anything similar.

A counter with a checkout station sat toward the front of the store. Pieces of broken wood, bags, papers, and pens littered the floor as if a tornado had swept through the store. Broomsticks had a very comforting feel with wood shelves lining the walls, low lighting and paned front windows. And it was mine.

“Any of this look familiar?”

I shook my head. “No.” I dropped my sandwich onto the flattened wrapper and allowed my eyes to inventory everything. I wanted to remember the woman that owned this place, see myself stocking shelves or ringing up customers. But I couldn’t connect with that woman, couldn’t remember her life—couldn’t remember myself. It was a lonely feeling not knowing who you were or not recognizing the faces surrounding you. What sort of things had Fiona and I been through that led us to becoming friends and living together? What had Dorian done to win me over? Sure, he was very attractive, but it saddened me to not remember our shared time together that led me into a relationship with him.

“Hey,” I said. Fiona’s eyes lifted to my face. “That stuff Dorian said back at the apartment …” I began.

“It’s okay,” Fiona said, holding up a hand. “He was kinda right about me.”

I studied her face, the bend in her mouth, and the fading in her eyes. “I doubt that.”

She set her iced latte down and rested her elbows on her bent knees. “Gwen, you and I have been friends since we were sixteen. From the first moment we spoke I knew we’d be best friends.” She laughed to herself as though remembering that first conversation. “And we are, but we’ve also grown into our own women.” She bit her lip and exhaled a deep breath as though needing a moment to collect her thoughts. “I shouldn’t be having this conversation with you when you can’t even remember our friendship.”

“No, go ahead,” I told her.

She eyed me for a few seconds. “I haven’t been a great friend. I’m needy and selfish sometimes. I’ve watched you deal with shit that would make me crumble, and it makes me wonder if we’re friends because we generally have things in common or because of routine. I love you to death—” I cringed at her words and she continued. “—that’s probably a bad expression considering everything that’s going on, but I do love you, Gwen. Our lives are just going in different directions.”

I scrunched up my face. “Why do I feel like you’re breaking up with me?” I knew Fiona meant well, but I had no clue how to respond. Since I didn’t remember her, she was virtually a stranger to me. Having this sort of conversation under these circumstances was awkward as hell.

“Ethan asked me to move in with him,” she blurted. “He’s getting a little frustrated with me because I haven’t given him an answer yet.”

“Why not?”

“I want to, but I feel guilty for leaving you with all the bills.”

I eyed the store again. “It looks like I do decent in the income category. I think I can handle the bills by myself.” I smiled at her. “If you like Ethan that much and want to move in with him, do it. Never allow guilt to hold you back from doing what you want. I’m a big girl. I can handle living alone.”

“Gosh, I feel horrible about even bringing this up with all the stuff that’s going on,” Fiona said. “See, I told you I was selfish.”

“The first step is admittance,” I joked. “In all honesty, I think it’s great he asked you to live with him. Everyone deserves a little slice of happy.”

“Like you and Dorian?” She winked and produced a knowing smile, except I wasn’t in the know. Were Dorian and I happy before I forgot who he was?

I decided to voice my thoughts. “Am I happy with Dorian?”

“Right, you don’t remember.” Fiona pursed her lips in thought. “You guys haven’t known each other that long, but yes, I think you’re happy with him. I’ve spent most of my time in Moon lately, but when we’d talk on the phone you sounded thoroughly smitten. It was nice after what happened with Aiden—” Her words cut off, and she looked away apologetically.

“Aiden, my ex. Dorian told me a little bit about him. What happened between us?”

“Let’s just say he lied to you about something major and broke your heart in the process. You guys had been friends for two years before you started dating. The two of you were intense, loved each other like crazy. Because I’m a horrible friend, I wasn’t there when you learned the truth about him.” Her voice fell, and I knew she was experiencing guilt again.

“Enough about men,” Fiona exclaimed, jumping up and getting a glint her eyes. “Wanna see some magic?”

Up until this point I hadn’t really considered the truth behind the explanations I’d been given, that witches actually existed or what it meant to be in a town full of supernatural creatures. I had been so busy trying to remember myself that I forgot to spend time wondering about these monsters that I called my friends and neighbors. And I admit, Fiona’s willingness to show me real life magic squashed all the bothersome things weighing on my mind.

“Absolutely!” I stood up, brushing breadcrumbs off my fingers and readying myself for Fiona’s show. I had no clue what to expect, and I found that’s what made all of this so exciting—the unexpected. I was sure this must be how children felt when their parents read bedtime stories, their naïve minds full of wonder and imagination, always secretly wondering ‘what if.’ I could feel the giddiness of all the what-if questions swirling through my head as I pictured the many things Fiona might do. Somewhere in the back of my mind I could remember hearing about witches when I was a child. A memory flicked through my brain of a time where I trick-or-treated, and as I made my way down a walkway, a little girl dressed in a black dress and pointy hat passed me. I looked up to the person holding my hand—just a blank spot in my head—and asked if witches could really fly on brooms and, if so, why didn’t everyone fly on brooms? The person holding my hand—a parent, perhaps?—laughed but their explanation was lost to whatever spell stole my memories.

I blinked back to the present, coming out of my head and focused on the actual witch standing across from me. Fiona rolled up the sleeves of her cream sweater, and stretched her fingers as though an athlete might stretch their muscles before a big game. Her Cupid’s bow mouth thinned and stretched as she smiled at me. Her eyes fell away from my face as she focused on the shelf to my left. Crisscrossing her arms, she waved her hands dramatically and muttered words that didn’t make it to my ears. She circled her arms, forming a large O in front of her body. When her hands met, palms facing upward, she pulled them toward her stomach. I stared at her with one part curiousness and one part ‘what the hell-ness.’

Just then, every vial sitting on my shelves exploded. Broken glass and corks rained across the room like shrapnel from a war. My arms instinctively came up to cover my face and head, and an unintentional shriek leaving my lips.

“That wasn’t supposed to happen,” I heard Fiona saying. “Oh my gosh!”

I lowered my arms and hesitantly peeked at the damage. Colorful liquid dripped from the shelves, some even bubbling as it made contact with the air.

“That can’t be good,” I said, eyeing Fiona. “Right?”

“Did you get any on you?”

I surveyed my body, panic racing through my chest. I wasn’t sure what type of potions I stocked, but I didn’t want to find out either. Releasing a relieved breath, I said, “No, I don’t think any got on me. What about you? Are you okay?”

Just as Fiona’s eyes landed on my face, I felt a stinging sensation on my back. Reaching an arm behind me, I tried to figure out what caused the pain.

“Fiona, my back. Something is burning.” When the vials exploded, I had turned my back toward them to protect my front. I worried a piece of glass had found its way into my skin.

Fiona pushed my thin sweater up to inspect my back. The gasp that followed did not comfort me at all. “What? What is it? Is it bad?” I cringed when the burn intensified. It felt as though someone was pouring salt into a fresh wound.

“Um…” Fiona drawled. “It’s not a piece of glass. It’s a…”

“What?” I snapped, my panic growing the longer she hesitated to tell me.

“It’s a leaf.”

“A leaf?” I asked with disbelief. “Get it off my skin then. I must be allergic or something because it stings really bad.”

“Uh…well it’s not really sticking to your skin; it’s growing out of it.”

“What?!” I spun around, fully freaked out. “I have a leaf growing out of my skin?” Surely I had heard her wrong. “Fix it. Pull it. Do something.”

“Okay, okay, calm down.”

I took a deep breath and tried to take Fiona’s advice, but just as I was calming down, another burning sensation erupted from my hand. As I brought my arm up, sure enough another leaf sprouted from the back of my hand.

“Fiona,” I said, showing her my hand. “Make it stop.” I had a vision of me being covered in hundreds of leaves, and the panic returned with a vengeance. At Fiona’s laughter, I ceased all worrying and gawked at her.

“You think this is funny?”

“I’m sorry,” she said, bringing a hand up to cover her mouth. “It’s not.” She dropped her hand and straightened out her lips, looking all serious, but her eyes still twinkled with amusement.

“Actually,” Fiona said, the twinkle fading from her eyes faster than it appeared, “this is very serious.” I felt my jaw slacken, worried there was no cure for sprouting leaves and, not only would I not have my memories, but I would be forced to live the rest of my life looking like a bush.

“Oh, not this.” Fiona waved her hand toward me. “There’s a counter spell for this. I just mean, my magic backfiring. That has never happened. It has to be because of the balance being off. It’s not good.”

“Because magic backfiring is dangerous,” I said, and Fiona nodded.

She headed across the store, me on her heels, and searched the hooks on the wall. Packages of dried stuff hung from plastic bags, things I didn’t look at too closely. I was pretty sure I saw bat wings and rat tails, but I didn’t want to chance another look.

“Here”—Fiona handed me a package—“Eat this, and the leaves should stop growing.”

“Should?”

She shrugged. “In a normal world, it would stop the leaves from growing. But, since magic is all wonky, the best I can give you is a maybe.”

I looked down at the package in my hands, and my lips peeled up over my teeth. “What is this?”

“It’s just a mixture of natural items,” Fiona responded, still eyeing the wall of products. “Don’t you want to stop growing leaves?”

Since we’d walked across the store, three more leaves had popped up. I now had one on my back, one on my hand, one on my left arm, one on my neck and one just below my ear. Yes, yes I wanted to stop growing leaves. Eying the package again, I sucked in a deep breath and tore it open. I tried very hard not to inhale the scent, but it fought its way through my nostrils anyway. It wasn’t as bad as I suspected, just a strong earthy dirt smell. Considering the unsavory things I’d seen hanging on the wall, eating dirt wasn’t all that bad.

Tipping my head back, I poured the contents of the plastic sleeve into my mouth. My eyes closed as my teeth ground the gritty ingredients into dust. After a few more crunches, the taste of something worse than rotten meat tangled with the dirt taste, and I had to slam a hand over my mouth to keep from throwing up all over the floor. My throat worked against my stomach, swallowing the nasty concoction down. Luckily, there had only been a couple teaspoons of stuff in the package.

“That didn’t taste natural,” I said, retching and fighting back the vomit. My mouth was coated with the disgusting stuff, dry and gritty. I jogged over to where I left my iced latte and sucked on the straw until I slurped against an empty cup.

“Probably the grubs,” Fiona said behind me, chuckling.

I spun around. “Grubs?” A visible shiver traveled through my body, the thought threatening what little control I had over my gag reflex. I glared at Fiona as I held a hand over my mouth. The latte had not helped.

“What?” Fiona shrugged with a sheepish smile. “Bugs are natural.”

I shook my head and walked over to the countertop. Resting my hands against it, I hung my head and closed my eyes as I tried to will myself to stop feeling sick. All I kept picturing were fat white worms being ground up beneath my teeth, their insides squishing out along my tongue.

“Oh, God,” I groaned, kicking the mental picture out of my head.

“Here.”

I spun around to see Fiona handing me the last of her iced latte. I grabbed it and drank it greedily, swishing it around the inside of my mouth to help dislodge the grit from my teeth. When I got home I was going to brush my teeth ten times, and then one more time for good measure.

“If it makes you feel better, I think it’s working.” I looked at Fiona again, and she nodded toward my arm. Sure enough, the little leave protruding from my skin withered before my eyes and fell to the carpeted floor.

“Thank the Goddess,” I breathed, setting the cup on the counter.

“Uh,” Fiona said thoughtfully.

“What?”

She pursed her lips and studied me. “You said ‘thank the Goddess.’ Normal people, non-magical people don’t say that. Perhaps your subconscious is remembering things.”

That was enough to make me momentarily forget about what I had just eaten. Maybe this memory loss was only temporary, and in a few days I would remember everything about my life. I had to hope that was true if only for the simple fact that it gave me something to look forward to.

“You ready to head home?”

I nodded and started toward the door, and then remembered about the cup I had set down Picking it up with the intention of throwing it away, I stopped short as my fingers brushed against the countertop. A sudden flash of memory spiraled through my head. I saw my body lying along the counter, bloody and unconscious. Large hands brushed my hair back, and it was only the glimpse of leather at the wrist that led me to believe they belonged to Dorian. Was this where the rogue had attacked me? I couldn’t remember if Dorian ever told me where it happened. The memory faded faster than it came, flashing in and out like a strobe light before all that was left was darkness swirling through my head. The debris on the floor and the plywood covering the front door led me to believe something sinister had happened at Broomsticks, and I suddenly had a feeling that this was where I had died.
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GWEN AND FIONA stopped short when they entered the living room. Gwen eyed the people on her sofa, and glared at the woman sitting on the arm of my chair. Something about that made me smile. Even though she didn’t remember our time together, seeing me with another woman bothered her, and I liked it. It meant that maybe she wasn’t as immune to our connection as she led me to believe.

“Not a great time for a party,” Gwen said, her tone insinuating much more. To make matters worse, the woman sitting on my chair—Mariana—draped an arm across the back of my shoulders and smiled toward Gwen.

“This her?” Mariana asked as her eyes surveyed Gwen from head to toe. I knew I should have stood up, backed away from Mariana, but the jealousy beaming from Gwen’s azure eyes gave me all the proof I needed that she cared about me.

“Gwen,” I said, standing, “meet your coworkers.”

Her brow arched as she took turns looking at the five faces taking up space in her living room. I bristled when her gaze stopped on Reece, the group’s womanizer. While I did not like the acceptance in her eyes as she took in Reece, I mentally snorted at her choice. Even without her memories, the girl still had no problem finding trouble or making bad decisions. Reece fucked and left girls so fast that he had acquired the nickname Roadrunner. Lucky for him, I’d warned all five of them it was hands off when it came to Gwen. Reece knew the repercussions if he ignored my warning.

“Coworkers?” Gwen questioned.

“They’re spirit walkers,” I explained. “They’re here to help with our little problem.”

“Little problem?” Fiona said under her breath.

I excused myself from the spirit walkers and made Fiona and Gwen follow me down the hall and into Gwen’s bedroom. Once the door was shut, I spun around to face them.

“I found out some interesting news while I was gathering them.” I gestured my head toward the wall to signal the waiting spirit walkers in the other room. “Every other city in America has only had small cases of magic going awry. It seems Flora is the mecca for everything.”

Gwen and Fiona glanced at each other. “Because I’m in Flora,” Gwen concluded.

I nodded. “Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking, but I don’t want them knowing about what happened.”

“Why?” Fiona asked. “They’re here to help. Shouldn’t they know what they’re dealing with?” Before I could answer her, her cell phone rang, and she excused herself. I eyed Gwen as she worked her tongue over her teeth, not in a sexy way either. Her tongue pushed her upper lip out until she resembled a monkey.

“What are you doing?”

“I have something in my teeth,” she explained. “Nevermind. Why don’t you want the other spirit walkers to know what you did?”

“Can you just trust me on this? The less people that know the better.” While I had warned the other spirit walkers away from bothering Gwen, I wasn’t completely sure one of them wouldn’t figure out something wasn’t quite right with her and take it upon themselves to reap her soul. I was still in the process of trying to think of a way to fix what I had done, and Gwen’s death was not an option. We lived in a magical world; there had to be a loophole I was missing.

“I don’t know,” Gwen said, “should I trust you?”

“I’ve gone out of my way to protect you, broken rules that were never meant to be broken,” I told her. “If you trust anyone, trust me.”

She eyed me skeptically. After a long pause, she nodded and her body relaxed. Whatever had crossed her mind was enough for her to believe what I told her. I had uttered those two little words to women before—trust me—but the difference between now and then was that now I meant them. Despite all of Gwen’s friends, I knew I was the only one willing to cross the line for her. Was that a good or bad thing? I still wasn’t sure.

After I was sure Gwen and Fiona wouldn’t divulge the secret, we joined the other spirit walkers in the living room. Reece and Bree currently stood beside the sofa table inspecting the collage of photographs. Mariana still sat on the arm of the chair, her long fingernails raking through her ebony hair. Braden and Jerrick sat on the sofa with their arms resting on their knees, talking quietly between themselves. All of their eyes lifted to us when we entered the room.

“Guys, this is Gwen Sparks and her friend, Fiona Bennett. As I told you, Flora is under some kind of spell or something.” I felt Gwen’s eyes on my face but ignored her. “Because of this, people are unable to die, and all magic is on the fritz.” I finally looked down at Gwen and introduced the new spirit walkers. “Gwen, meet Mariana.” I pointed to the Latino woman sitting on the chair and quickly moved on to the next before Mariana could open her mouth and start trouble. “That’s Bree.” I pointed to the young woman with caramel hair and wide blue eyes. She smiled at Gwen and nodded in greeting. “On the sofa are Braden and Jerrick.” I didn’t like how they were appraising Gwen, so I moved on. “And that’s Reece.”

Gwen nodded her head slowly. “Nice to meet all of you.”

Mariana stood and sauntered across the room until she was standing in front of us. And when I say sauntered, I mean she put the grace of a panther and ballerina into her walk and strutted her ass across the room like she was working for dollar bills. The fact that she was wearing skintight jeans with a corset top with fuck-me heels proved that she knew what she was doing.

“So you’re the woman our Dorian finds so interesting,” Mariana said, her Spanish accent thick and rolling off her plump red lips like a slap in the face. She eyed Gwen up and down as she cocked a hip and put on her bitch face. “I don’t see it.”

Gwen bristled beside me, giving Mariana an equally bitchy look.

“Mariana,” I warned.

She shrugged. “Well, I don’t. I’m prettier.”

“Wow,” Fiona said behind me. “And so classy.”

Mariana craned her neck to direct her bitch face at Fiona, but she stumbled off to the side when Jerrick shoved her out of the way. Mariana managed to regain her balance like she did everything else, with grace. That didn’t stop me from smiling at the pissed off look scrunching up her features.

“Hello,” Jerrick said, extending a hand toward Gwen. “I’m Jerrick.” Gwen slid her palm along his until their fingers closed around one another. If I had to describe Jerrick in one word, it would be Canadian. I know, not very creative of me, but that’s what I noticed about him. He drew out his O’s and A’s and said ‘eh’ after almost everything. Plus, I’m a guy, and I wasn’t about to say he was good looking.

“It’s nice to meet you, Jerrick,” Gwen said, smiling up at him.

“Next,” I said quickly when Jerrick’s smile became a little too friendly for my liking. “Let’s get all the introductions out of the way so we can move on, and I can direct you guys.”

“Hi, I’m Bree.” Bree smiled up at Gwen, being a good three inches shorter than she was. She reminded me of a child, all innocence and sweetness, though she was twenty-nine and not a child by any means.

“Braden here,” Braden waved two fingers in the air, not bothering to get up from the couch, which was okay with me. His English accent already got Gwen and Fiona’s attention. They smiled at each other like two crushing high school girls. I never understood women and their attraction to English accents. Then again, men were just as shallow in other areas so I couldn’t hold it against them.

Reece made his introduction last, and he sauntered almost as well as Mariana. I felt my muscles tighten in my shoulders as I curled my fingers into fist. His green eyes appraised Gwen from head to toe and then up to her head again, only lingering on her breasts for a few seconds, but it was a few seconds too long. I shifted beside Gwen, tilting my head towards Reece in silent warning. I knew he was fuckin’ with me. It had been a game between us for a long time, betting which one of us could pick up a woman whenever we hung out. What he didn’t know was that I wasn’t playing around with Gwen and I wouldn’t hesitate to rip his dick off if he laid a finger on her.

“It’s so nice to meet you,” Reece said, giving Gwen his signature look that normally had girls blushing and fawning over him. I gauged Gwen’s reaction to the tool and was pleasantly surprised when she gave him her normal smile.

“What the hell is someone like you doing with a dick like Dorian?”

Gwen’s lips parted at his blunt question. She risked a glance up to me and then returned her focus to Reece. “You’re the only dick in this room.”

I choked on my laughter and the look of surprise on Reece’s face. “Now that we’ve established that Reece has lost his game, can we get back to business?”

Reece took Gwen’s insult with a grain of salt, sauntering back over to lean against the wall. He crossed his arms and winked in Gwen and Fiona’s direction one last time. He may have lost this round, but I knew he still considered himself in the game. I’d have to enlighten him.

“You mentioned that people weren’t dying,” Bree said, changing the subject. “What exactly does that mean? How is it even possible for someone not to die? Not even vampires are eternal.”

“As I told you, someone hexed Gwen. She doesn’t remember her life,” I started. “I think this woman is also using some sort of forbidden magic that has screwed up the balance of things. I wish I could tell you more, but not even I have encountered this before.” I would like to say that lying to them bothered me, but it didn’t. Their sole purpose was to collect the souls of those who should be dead, like the vampire man at the FPD station. I hoped that by collecting the souls of the should be dead, it would help tip the balance between life and death. At this point, I was just grasping at straws, biding my time.

“Why don’t we just track this woman down and get her to reverse the spell?” Braden asked. He scrubbed a hand through his spiky brown hair, his face bored.

“I’m dealing with the woman. Your guys’ only job is to reap souls.”

“Still a drill sergeant, I see.” Reece snorted when I cocked a brow at him.

“Still a pain in the ass, I see,” I countered. “How about you do what you’re told for once.”

“Sir, yes, Sir.” Reece mock saluted me like the cocky son of a bitch that he was.

“Why can’t you and Gwen reap the souls?” Mariana asked. She said Gwen’s name like it was something disgusting and foul. “We all have our own stuff going on.”

I hung my head, shaking it as I took a calming breath. This boss shit was not my cup of tea. If I didn’t need them, I would’ve cracked their skulls and called it a day.

“And you think your stuff trumps my command? Maybe I should remind you from whom your power comes from, Mariana. Spoiler alert, it’s me, which means I can retract it should you become a problem.” I was bluffing, of course. Spirit walkers were rare and I needed every single one of them. Unfortunately they knew it, which made dealing with them that much harder.

“Someone’s testy,” Braden interjected. “Calm down, mate. We’re here aren’t we?”

“Yeah, you’re here,” I replied, “bitchin’ and all.” I smiled over at Bree, letting her know I didn’t include her in that statement. Bree was too sweet to complain about anything. “Please just scour the town and take care of the souls that need taking care of, okay?”
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Later that night I tossed and turned on the sofa while Fiona sat at the kitchen table talking to Ethan on her cellphone. Annoyed with Gwen’s chatty best friend, I stood up and headed through the kitchen and down the hall that led to Gwen’s room.

“Goodnight, Dorian,” Fiona said, her tone more suggestive than it should have been.

The bedroom door creaked when I opened and shut it. Gwen’s slow breathing filled the room. She lay on her side, facing away from me. Without another thought, I crawled into the bed. I had just closed my eyes when Gwen’s shriek made me bolt upright. Her arms shot out, connecting with the meaty flesh of my bicep, and I tumbled out of the bed and on to the floor.

“Son of a bitch.” I had hit the side of my head on her bedside table.

A lamp snapped on, filling the space with just enough light to highlight the room. “Dorian? What the hell are you doing in my bedroom?”

I got to my feet. “Trying to sleep,” I said with exasperation. “Fiona’s flapping her lips to Ethan, laughing like a damn hyena out there. So I thought I’d sleep in here.”

Gwen hugged the covers to her chest. “You thought you’d just sneak in here and creep into my bed without even asking me?”

I smiled at her modesty. “I just intended to sleep, Gwen. Stop looking at me like I’m some panty-raiding villain.” My eyes fell to the blanket she held to herself, and I wondered what exactly she was wearing that she felt the need to cover up.

“Be that as it may, you can’t just hop into my bed without asking.”

Ignoring her, I said, “Besides, you don’t have anything I haven’t seen, kissed or licked.” I grinned at her, pulling the covers back and resituating myself on the mattress. It was just after midnight, and I was dead tired after spending all day tracking down the spirit walkers.

The light flicked off, and I heard Gwen moving beside me, either to get comfortable or from being uncomfortable with our nearness. The last time I was in this bed I’d been between her legs, drawing moans from her with each roll of my hips. I pushed the thought away, frustrated with the entire situation. I’d slept with a lot of women, but I’d never still wanted them after I had them, not like this. I wasn’t even sure if what I wanted revolved around just sex. I wanted that connectivity of our bodies, the melody of our pleasure mixing and becoming one. I’d never had that yearning with another woman before.

“You know,” Gwen said into the darkness, “you don’t always have to remind me we had sex.”

I smiled against the shadow of the room. “It’s fun watching you squirm,” I admitted, “but if it makes you uncomfortable, I’ll stop. I guess I just hoped hearing about us would jog something in your mind.” I turned so that I was facing her. “You’re more than sex to me, Gwen.”

She propped herself up on her elbow. “I’m sorry I don’t remember you. I wish I did.”

“You will,” I promised. It wasn’t hope or faith that prompted that confidence; I knew I wouldn’t stop searching for a way to fix her until she was back to normal again. It was my sheer greediness for her that made me believe she would be herself again.

“Dorian,” she said softly, “Tonight, when you were telling the other spirit walkers to reap the expired souls—”

“That’s not you.” The lie fell through my lips so easily. I had to wonder if I was saying it to comfort her or if I had become so naïve and blind that I felt the need to lie to myself, too.

“But,” Gwen continued, “it’s the same thing. You said I died that day, and you replaced my soul. I’m living on borrowed time just like the others.”

I fell onto my back and stared up at the ceiling. “I just need time.”

“How long before they figure it out?”

“They won’t,” I assured her. “They’re not the ones I’m worried about. If Fiona’s bastard of a boyfriend tells the NAWC about you…” I wasn’t sure how to finish that sentence, knowing no matter what, the outcome would be bad. I’d already broken a major rule by restoring Gwen’s soul, but I knew if anyone from the NAWC came for her, I’d reap their souls quicker than they could blink. And reaping souls before their time was another major no-no. Rules were a bitch.

Silence settled between us. I watched the pattern of a passing car’s headlights flash through the bedroom, only for everything to fall back into shadow once it was gone. I heard Fiona’s door shut across the hall, but there was no way I was getting out of this bed. Even if I couldn’t touch Gwen, lying beside her was enough to calm my anxious mind.

“You laid me on the counter,” Gwen said after a while. “I died at Broomsticks, didn’t I?”

My body became stiller than stone, and all the thoughts bombarding my mind scattered. I sat up, turning at the waist to look down at Gwen. Her dark hair fell over her shoulders and ended at the swell of her breasts. Her eyes reached up to my face, searching.

“You remembered?”

She propped herself up on an elbow and nodded. “Today, while Fiona and I were at the shop my fingertips brushed the countertop and that scene flashed through my head. Not everything, just my body on the counter and your hands brushing my hair away.” She rolled her bottom lip between her teeth, sucking in a deep breath. “Ms. Ozland told Fiona that doing routinely things could jar my memories. Perhaps being at the store, seeing the damage of whatever happened there, was enough to help me remember.”

I didn’t say anything, just stared down at her and tried to decipher what her eyes were telling me to do. She held my gaze, no longer focused on the clouds whirling through my sockets, but my actual eyes as though they were normal. Her eyes traveled down my face, settled on my lips and then fell to my chest.

“I want to remember, Dorian,” she spoke softly, looking up to my face again. “I want to look at you and remember everything between us. I want to stop being a stranger in my own life.” She paused, sitting up so that we faced each other. “That’s why I think you should kiss me again. If just the brush of my fingertips could cause me to remember, then maybe touching you will, too.”

Her nervousness showed itself in the slight tremble of her voice and how she’d look at my face only to look away again. I lifted my hand toward her, sliding my fingers along the base of her neck. Gwen’s eyes lifted to meet mine again, this time not falling away. Even in the darkness of the bedroom, I could make out the royal blue of her eyes. I wanted to swim within those depths, fit our bodies together to watch them darken with her lust for me. But I wouldn’t go that far, wouldn’t push her past her limits. For now, I’d settle on just kissing her until the proof of our time together showed itself on her swollen lips.

I leaned toward her and watched her eyelids slip closed as she waited for our mouths to meet. I realized too late that this was a big moment. Gwen was expecting our kiss to remind her of us. It destroyed my ego to know our last kiss hadn’t caused any of her memories to resurface. What if this one didn’t either?

Gwen’s eyelids slid open, and a wrinkle formed between her eyes. “Were you planning on kissing me or just staring at me really closely?” A hint of a laugh fell from her nose. I’d never hesitated to kiss her before, never thought of what it meant beyond my own selfish needs.

“That little bit about hoping it helps you remember kinda screwed with my head,” I admitted. “It’s like when someone raves about something and then you find out that it doesn’t live up to your expectations.”

Her lips peeled back into a smile, our faces still inches away from each other. “You’re afraid you won’t live up to my expectations?”

I thought for a couple seconds. “I’m afraid it won’t cause any flashes of memory, and you’ll want me to stop kissing you,” I told her, rubbing my thumb along her collarbone. “And I very much like kissing you.”

Her eyes flicked down to my lips. “Maybe this thing between you and me is a marathon and not a sprint.”

I smiled at that and closed the last gap between us. When our lips connected, I felt Gwen’s sigh land against my mouth. She moved up on her knees, and I wrapped an arm around her waist to draw her into me. Our bodies moved on their own accord it seemed, shifting and angling while we lost ourselves in the kiss. I shifted so that my butt was flat on the mattress, legs stretched out in front of me, and pulled Gwen onto my lap. Her legs framed my hips as her behind rested above my dick, which had started hardening the moment our lips met. Our hips remained unmoving, though, as we took our time tasting each other.

I ran my hands up the sides of her waist, sprawled fingers dragging up the thin cotton of her cami. Gwen draped her arms along my shoulders, one hand coming up to play with my hair. I rocked my head against hers, deepening the kiss and tugging her body against mine. She felt so goddamn good in my hands, like she belonged within their embrace.

She broke away from my mouth and rested her forehead against mine, her heavy breath serenading the empty room. Her fingers continued to rake through my hair. I gave her only a few seconds before I claimed her again. Capturing her bottom lip between my lips, my tongue flicked out and explored her mouth again. Wrapping an arm around her waist, I lifted her up and shifted us so that she lay flat on her back, and I was situated between her thighs. My cock strained against the cotton of my pajama pants and, because I couldn’t help myself, I rolled my hips against her center. Gwen tilted her head to the side, arching her back as soft moans fell from her lips. Gripping her wrists in one hand, I pinned her arms above her head and used my other hand to hook her leg around my waist so we could be closer. . I rolled my hips against her pelvis again, gaining a slow rhythm that was driving me fucking insane, and her as well if the writhing of her body was any indication.

“Look at me, cupcake,” I demanded. Her head turned back, and her eyes lifted to my face. I searched her eyes for any unease, any sign I should get a handle on myself, but they mirrored the desire I was sure were in mine. Thrusting my hips harder, I watched as her eyelids slipped half closed and her lips parted. Her chest lifted and fell heavily with her hard pants. Leaning down, I pressed a trail of kisses along the swell of her breasts, licking and sucking the flesh until it turned a rosy pink. I was never a fan of dry humping, but at this point, any connection to her body was good enough for me.

“Dorian,” she breathed, “we should stop.”

I wanted to grumble and mourn the blue balls I’d surely have come morning, but I didn’t. Instead, I lifted my head and stilled my hips. Staring down at her, I took a moment to collect myself and stared into her eyes. She had been enjoying herself, hadn’t she?

“You wanna stop?” I needed confirmation before I removed myself from between her legs.

“Not really,” she admitted. “But…I don’t even know you, not really.”

I leaned forward, pressing soft kisses to her cleavage all the way up to her neck until my mouth rested near her ear. I sucked the meaty part of her lobe between my teeth and whispered, “Your body remembers me, doesn’t it? It craves me, tells you it wants me.”

She did this half moan, half groan noise that only enticed me further. “My body is on fire for you, there’s no question. It’s just…if we don’t stop now I may do something I regret in the morning.”

Her words were like a bucket of icy water thrown onto me. I sat up, leaning back on my heels and stared out the window. While we’d been in New Orleans, she’d mentioned that if we slept together she may end up regretting it, regretting me. Those words stung more than anything else she could have said. Though, after we had slept together I had asked if she had any regrets and she assured me she didn’t. This Gwen, the one who didn’t remember me, didn’t feel that way.

Wordlessly, I climbed off the bed and walked over to the window. Was the old Gwen still present, coming through subconsciously? Did some part of that Gwen regret what had transpired between us? Why does it bother you so much? I asked myself. Other women regretted being with me, having realized they slept with a complete stranger after a couple drinks. The answer was easy, this thing with Gwen wasn’t some meaningless hookup. I wanted her to desire me the way I did her, but something was always thrown into our path, fucking up everything. In the beginning, it had been the vampire. He’d messed up quite a bit, ruining her trust for men and keeping me at arm’s length. Then it was the knowledge that I couldn’t see her destiny. She had always been a blank spot to me. Next, it was the rogue that killed her, taking her away from me. And, when I finally gained that trust, earned her body, the universe stepped in and stole her memories of what we had. It was one obstacle after another. How many more before I got the hint? Maybe someone like me wasn’t meant to have someone like Gwen in my life. After all, hadn’t I always found relationships and emotions perplexing? We were the square peg and round hole it seemed.

“Are you mad?” Gwen asked from just behind me. I hadn’t even heard her get out of bed, but there she stood in a thin cami and cotton underwear. The hardened peaks of her nipples poked against her top. I turned my eyes away from that torture.

“No,” I said, “I’m not mad.” It was the truth, I wasn’t mad, at least not with her. I was pissed at myself, pissed I ever allowed myself the luxury of thinking I could have more. Hell, of wanting more when I knew it wasn’t in my cards. I’m the Angel of Death, not fucking Cupid. What pissed me off more was the fact that all of this had happened unwillingly. I never intended to fall for Gwen, but that didn’t stop me from doing it. And the number one clue that maybe we weren’t meant to be together was that our moment of passion hadn’t stirred up any of her memories. If she felt the kind of pull I felt toward her wouldn’t she of had a flicker of remembrance, even if it was just a sense of Deja vu hinting that us together felt familiar? Fuck, maybe I was blowing this all out of proportion. I’d been known to do that when things frustrated me.

“Dorian?” Gwen’s soft voice hit my back. I half turned to face her, if only so she didn’t think I was lying when I told her I wasn’t upset with her. I didn’t want her to think what I was feeling had anything to do with us not going all the way tonight. It didn’t.

“Will you please come back to bed and just…hold me? I like being in your arms, and I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep if I know you’re up brooding all night.”

The corner of my mouth lifted in amusement. “Death does not brood; he thinks and processes.”

“Is he also in the habit of referring to himself in the third person?” She made a face that let me know how annoying she thought that was.

“No, he is not,” I said, contradicting myself.

Gwen reached for my hand. Intertwining her fingers with mine, she guided me back to the bed and crawled across the mattress. Once she was situated on her side, she looked at me over her shoulder with a questioning brow raised. I shouldn’t climb into bed with her, feel her warm body pressed against mine or hold her in my arms. As I looked down at her, I snorted to myself. When it came to Gwen, I’d do pretty much anything she wanted. Even if that something wasn’t good for me. This was the beauty of denial, I supposed.
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THE NEXT DAY Dorian made himself scarce, claiming he had business to attend to. I didn’t ask him what this business entailed because that felt a little too girlfriend-ish to me, and after last night I wasn’t sure where we stood. He’d held me all night, both of us awake from the intensity of the silence between us. I knew that whatever was bothering him didn’t have to do with us not having sex last night. I racked my brain all morning trying to figure out when his mood shifted, what had happened that sent him spiraling from sex-god to stony silence. After I told him we should stop, he had still tried to coax my body into giving in—still in sex-god mode. It wasn’t until I mentioned regretting the sex that he withdrew from me.

I tried to imagine—not for the first time—what it must feel like to have your significant other’s memories stolen. How would I react if circumstances were reversed and Dorian was the one who didn’t remember me? The scenario was a tad problematic since I couldn’t exactly remember how I felt before, but I could draw from context. In conclusion, it would suck. It wouldn’t be easy to still have the same feelings when the other person didn’t even know you existed.

I tried to tell myself that worrying about my relationship status was the least of my problems, but they were hard to ignore when I was faced with them every day. I guess it could have been worse. I could have been married with children. At least I didn’t have to look into the innocent eyes of my kids and tell them that I had no clue who they were.

Bree and Jerrick had stopped by earlier today, letting me know that they’d reaped four souls already. Of course they hadn’t stopped by to see me, but by two o’clock, Dorian was still a no show.

After they left, I was in the apartment by myself. Fiona had left to pick Ethan up at the St. Louis airport a little over an hour ago. His arrival left me nervous for many reasons, one being that he surely had news from the NAWC. The other being that we just didn’t like each other. I didn’t need to remember him to know that.

I padded around the apartment—my apartment, familiarizing myself with its contents. I found myself standing in front of the photographs in the living room on more than one occasion. Picking up the photo of my sister and I, I studied her youthful face. Closing my eyes, I held the frame to my chest and pictured her face through my mind, trying to connect with some long lost memory. Nothing surfaced, but then I hadn’t really expected it to.

Replacing the photo, I headed toward my bedroom. I was bored out of my mind, feeling useless while everyone else was out making contributions. Spinning toward the mirrored closet doors, I stared at my reflection. I stepped closer, inspecting the curve of my lips, the arch of my brows, and the pitch of my cheekbones. My eyes connected with my reflected self.

“Who the hell are you?” I asked myself, happy no one was home to witness my self-interrogation. My reflection didn’t respond, just stared back at me with tight lips and crestfallen eyes. I remembered the man at the FPD with the hole through his chest, walking and talking like nothing had happened. As I stared at myself, I realized I was that man. I didn’t have any external injuries announcing to the world that I wasn’t right, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t so.

I stared at myself for so long that my reflection began to blur to an unintelligible mass. I had to wonder if there was some truth to what Ms. Willow said, that I wouldn’t regain my memories. Maybe the sporadic flickers were as good as it was going to get. Then again, maybe I was just having a moment of pessimism, to which I thought I was entitled. It wasn’t easy not remembering who you were, while also finding out that you’re supposed to be six feet under but you are not because the Angel of Death broke the rules and replaced your soul. Not to mention that all the searching Dorian was doing may become worthless if the NAWC took matters into their own hands. I was definitely up Shit Creek and missing my paddles.

Annoyed with myself, I spun around and my eyes connected with the bed. Last night replayed through my mind. Being with Dorian, allowing myself to open up and give in to him was freeing. There was something very comforting about being near him. Last night I hadn’t thought about how long I had to live or about the me before I was hexed. When I was in his arms, the utter chaos of my world didn’t touch me. Having that moment of reprieve was like coming up for air after sinking to the bottom of the ocean.

I lied to Dorian last night. Well, not so much lied as in didn’t tell him what had happened. There was a moment when our lips were pressed together, our tongues sweeping against each other in slow strokes, that I thought I heard him say, “This better not be a dream.” I realized after a couple seconds that he couldn’t have said it since his mouth was otherwise occupied, and I hadn’t heard it through my ears; it’d been in my head. So why didn’t I tell him? It didn’t seem like enough proof that I remembered us, and I knew his hopes were really high. I planned to stick close to Dorian, test my theory that by putting myself in normal scenarios things would start to click together.

“Gwen.”

My head snapped up at the unfamiliar female voice. Hopping to my feet, I cracked open the door and peered down the hall. “Fiona?” I called. It hadn’t sounded like Fiona, though. This voice was smooth like water flowing over rocks, almost peaceful.

“I am here.” This time the voice sounded from behind me—from inside my room. My skin pebbled with small bumps as a chill made its way through my body. My head slowly rotated until I was looking at one half of my bedroom. Lips parting on a silent gasp, my eyes connected with the mirrors, and the woman within them who wasn’t me.

I spun around so fast that I collided with the half open door and stumbled to regain my footing. The most beautiful woman I had ever seen was trapped behind the glass of my closet doors. Her almond-shaped green eyes watched me while a small smile curved her mouth.

I blinked, hoping I was imagining this. After a few rounds of squeezing my eyes shut and reopening them, the woman remained. I contemplated calling Fiona or Dorian in fear that this woman was here to kill me. Without my memory, I couldn’t remember if I had any special abilities, and therefore was useless.

“I’m not here to hurt you,” the woman said, answering my unspoken answer. For all I knew, she could have plucked the question from my head. In this town, anything was possible.

“Why are you here then? In my mirror no less.”

Her head tilted to the right slightly, her eyes thoughtful and searching. That look caused me to drop my eyes. There was something within it that made me uneasy and, while I found my reaction strange, I decided to trust those instincts.

“There are things we should discuss,” the woman said. Her long chocolate-brown hair had small braids throughout, and she wore a white, off the shoulder dress that fell past her feet. She was ethereally beautiful, so much so that I wondered if she were an angel. I half expected a halo and white wings.

“A wrong must be righted,” she resumed, while her eyes continued inspecting me. “The balance must be restored or all will suffer.”

Icy fingers curled around my windpipe. “You know about me?” I asked. “That I’m…that I’m not right?”

A kind smile lifted her mouth up. “I do. I was the one who sent Ms. Willow to take your memories. I thought it would be easier.”

I sucked in a sharp breath, regaining my breath. “Who are you and why would stealing my memories make things easier?” Despite her beauty and peacefulness, the more she talked, the less I trusted her.

“Magical beings are difficult sometimes, always finding loopholes. By erasing your memories, I had hoped you’d do the right thing and all would be as it should.”

“Then you should have taken Fiona and Dorian’s memories as well,” I said and instantly regretted it. The fear that she might was enough to get my heart pumping. If the only two people in my world suddenly forgot about me and stopped looking for a solution, the hope I’d been clinging too would slip away.

“Dorian’s punishment will reveal itself in time,” the woman said, her mouth losing that hint of a smile. “As for your friend, I do not punish the innocent.” Even though her words were ominous, it gave me a little bit of relief to know Fiona wouldn’t be harmed.

“You speak as though you know what Dorian did.”

Her eyes brightened, and the knowing smile returned. “I do. In life, no matter if you’re human or supernatural, you’re given two choices. An angel and demon perch upon your shoulders, whispering to you. In the end though, you are the only one who influences your decisions.” Her eyes cast downward and a small frown tipped her mouth down. “Dorian chose the wrong path.” Her gaze snapped back to my face. “You are merely collateral damage, and I’m sorry for that.”

I could hear the front door slamming shut, but I kept my attention on the woman. Her body began to waver in and out like a heat mirage.

“Wait!” I said, fearing she’d disappear before I got any clear answers.

“It’s only going to get worse. Do the right thing, Gwen Sparks.” Her body faded until the only woman in the mirror was my own reflection.

Two soft knocks sounded from my door. The interloper entered without an invitation. I saw a flash of blonde hair and realized it was Fiona, but I still stared into the mirror. Whoever she was, she knew exactly what was going on, which meant she may know how to fix it.

“What are you doing?”

Giving up, I dropped my hands from the glass and spun to face Fiona. “A woman just appeared in my mirror.” Under different circumstances, I might have felt like a nut after saying something like that.

“What did she say?”

A shaky laugh huffed through my lips. Fiona hadn’t looked at me like I was nuts. Matter of fact, her face was full of curiosity, not judgment. What a bizarre world I found myself in.

“She told me to do the right thing, that a wrong must be righted. She said things were only going to get worse.”

Fiona folded her arms across her chest. “That’s what I was worried about.”

“You know who it was?”

She shook her head. “No, but Ethan just returned from Moon and, well, he doesn’t have good news.”

My eyes closed on a long blink before I inhaled and exhaled a deep breath. Some part of me knew Ethan wouldn’t find any good news in Moon, but the other part foolishly believed that just maybe he would. The clear look of apprehension crossing Fiona’s face told me that it wasn’t just bad news, it was horrible news.
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I SAT ON the couch with my legs crossed and hugged a pillow to my chest. The sun was just setting and cast an orangey pink glow through my living room window. Fiona sat beside me while Ethan sat in the overstuffed chair to my right. Dark shadows circled his eyes as though he hadn’t gotten much sleep in his absence. His eyes, normally a pale blue, were dull and now had little red veins shooting out from them. His usual put together appearance was also missing. He still looked nice in a pair of jeans and a button down shirt, but the shirt had more wrinkles than a pug, and his jeans were loose as though he’d worn them multiple days in a row.

“The tension is smothering me,” I said, eyeing Ethan and wishing like hell Dorian was here. There was something about him that made even the worst new seem bearable, and I had a feeling I’d need that illusion after I heard what Ethan had to say.

“What has Dorian told you?” Ethan asked. He leaned forward and rested his bent elbows on his knees. He ran a hand through his mussed hair before looking over at me for my response. I chewed my lip, contemplating whether I should tell him the truth. I still wasn’t sure if I could trust Ethan, though I wanted to. Fiona was a good person and she trusted him. That simple fact was a major point in his favor. Dorian, on the other hand, wasn’t subtle in his dislike for my best friend’s boyfriend, and I wasn’t sure if that was because Ethan really was a bad guy or because he was just overprotective of me.

“You can tell him,” Fiona said, urging me on.

“You haven’t told him already?” I asked and then frowned when I heard how accusing my voice sounded. “I didn’t mean that as harshly as it sounded,” I finished.

Fiona gave me a small smile. “It’s okay and, no I haven’t said anything. I figured if you wanted him to know, you could tell him yourself.”

I smiled back, realizing that Dorian hadn’t just been hard on Ethan, but Fiona as well. Whatever may have happened between us, Fiona had proved countless times that she took our friendship seriously.

I sucked in a deep breath, preparing myself. I tried to think of what Dorian had said verbatim, but realized he had confessed to what he’d done using a more-or-less technique. But I got the gist of it, understood what had happened. If Ethan needed clearer details, he’d have to ask Death himself. Something about that amused me. I pushed the ill-timed amusement away and refocused on the present.

“Dorian restored my soul after a rogue killed me at my shop,” I blurted, needing to get it all out at once in fear of losing my confidence in Ethan’s trustworthiness. My lips teetered on the edge of confessing to the encounter I just had in my bedroom, but I curled them inward so I wouldn’t blurt anything out again. I needed to talk to Dorian before I told Ethan else about that strange exchange.

Ethan hung his head as though my confession sucked the last of his energy out of his body. He cradled his head in his hands and scratched his scalp before looking up again.

“That’s what I was afraid of,” he said. “As you know, I spoke with the North American Witches Council and, after researching countless tomes, we found out that this has happened before. A witch in 1822 concocted a spell that would give her eternal life. While most supernatural beings have abnormally long lives, we’re not immortal—not even vampires have eternal life.” Ethan reached for his cup of cola, took a long drink, and set the cup back down.

“It’s believed that the witch had become very ill and knew her death was close. So, in order to cheat death, she created an elixir that would not only shield her from Death’s—aka Dorian Hade’s— notice, but make her immortal.”

While I found Ethan’s story interesting, what really caught my attention was the fact that Dorian had been alive in 1822. In some aspect, I knew Dorian was old but having proof was eye opening.

“So what happened?” Fiona asked.

“The townspeople started noticing oddities in their community, subtle things at first that eventually increased to more serious incidents. They all knew the witch was dying, but when they saw her walking through town, healthier than ever, they grew suspicious.”

“They killed her, didn’t they?” I asked as a shiver found its way up my spine.

Ethan nodded. “Not at first,” he said. “First, they tried to get her to confess to what she had done. They wanted to find a way to fix the oddities in their town, while also allowing the witch to live. However, the witch was not forthcoming and the longer she lived, the more the bizarre occurrences progressed. It was on the seventh night that the town’s council voted to have her killed. The only problem was, the witch was suspected of being immortal. They knew killing her wasn’t going to be easy. A master spell caster was able to create a potion that would render her powers useless. The spell would only work for a short period, and they had to find a way to get the witch to ingest the potion. They hired an archer and soaked one of his arrows in the potion. When the tip pierced her heart, it not only released the potion into her bloodstream, but killed her on the spot. The next morning everything went back to normal.”

After Ethan’s story, the three of us remained quiet. We all knew I was the reason behind Flora’s bizarre incidences, and now knew how to fix the problem. Talk about awkward.

“There has to be another way,” Fiona finally said. “Gwen’s didn’t choose this; Dorian made that choice for her. She shouldn’t be punished for it.”

I swallowed around the clog in my throat. “Even if he hadn’t done anything, I’d still be dead, Fiona. The point isn’t so much what Dorian did, it’s that I’m not supposed to be alive in the first place. Dorian just let me borrow more time.”

“And in the process screwed up the entire balance of things,” Ethan muttered.

I shot him a glare, but kept my mouth shut. What could I say, that he was wrong? He wasn’t wrong. A thought occurred to me then.

“How long ago was I attacked by the rogue?”

Fiona and Ethan looked at each other and shrugged.

“We were in Moon,” Fiona said. “Shortly afterwards you and Dorian went to New Orleans, so maybe a week, week and a half at the most.”

“Then why are all these weird things just starting to happen?” I asked. “Shouldn’t they have started immediately after Dorian restored my soul?”

“I asked the council about that, as well,” Ethan said. “And while there wasn’t a lot of information on it, we think that the incidents only happen where the offender is, like a raincloud following them around. Also, we have a theory that while you may have known what Dorian did, you didn’t grasp the severity of the situation.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, almost offended.

“I mean,” Ethan continued, “that you didn’t understand that although Dorian had restored your soul, you didn’t realize that it was still expired. It’s like when a ghost doesn’t realize they’re dead. They live in a state of confusion until they eventually find out or the matter is brought to their attention.”

I huffed as understanding clicked into place. “Ms. Willow was hired to bring the matter to my attention. Whoever hired her knew that it would bring all of this to light, and we’d be forced to acknowledge the problem.”

Ethan nodded. “Yeah, whoever hired her knows what Dorian did and plans to fix his mistake. And since you’re back in Flora, the raincloud has followed you so to speak.”

I thought about the woman in my mirror, how she’d said taking my memories would make this easier—make dying easier. This was the wrong she wanted me to correct. I asked the one question that I knew was on everyone’s mind.

“So, how long before my archer shows up?”
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I’D RENTED AN SUV earlier today from the next town over. I couldn’t cart five spirit walkers around on my motorcycle. As I drummed my fingers against the side of the car, listening to the music, Mariana had a few choice words about my selection.

“Def Leppard?” she asked with incredulity.

I shot her a sidelong glance, noting the deep V- neck of her top. Just a couple of months ago I may have appreciated the view, but her displayed cleavage didn’t hold my interest. Not like it should have. When I picked them up at the inn, she’d insisted on sitting shotgun while the other four piled into the back.

“My car, my music,” I told her.

“Actually,” Jerrick said from the back seat, “I think shotgun picks the music.”

I eyed him through the rearview mirror. “Would you really rather listen to some pop shit?”

His lips curled at the edges. “Nah, I like the eighties music. Just siding with the pretty lady.”

I shook my head, bringing my attention back to the scene outside. Drumming my fingers, I listened to “Hysteria.” The song always made me think of Gwen, having listened to it one night after she left to spend the night with Aiden. I could say that the feelings I have for Gwen developed over the short time we’d known each other, but that would be a lie. If I was being honest, I’d wanted her from that first meeting in the rain so long ago. Learning she was dating a vampire and wouldn’t succumb to me, only pissed me off, having never felt a connection with a women, let alone one I couldn’t have.

“Keep dreaming, Maple Leaf,” Mariana said to Jerrick. “I prefer my men a little more…dangerous.”

I felt her eyes on me but ignored the weight of her gaze. A few years ago she’d come onto me like a cat in heat, and I’d had to tell her about my rule of not mixing business and pleasure. Believe it or not, before Gwen I actually followed not only the cosmic rules, but my own set of rules. Sleeping with those working for me was only a recipe for disaster. Mariana hadn’t been happy that I refused her, but that didn’t stop her from letting me know she was still interested anytime our paths crossed. When she learned that Gwen and I were an item, I thought smoke was going to come out of her ears. While I’d had my rule of never getting intimate with spirit walkers, that reasoning went out the window once she learned I was very much involved with Gwen. My rejection became personal for her.

“You’re missing out,” Jerrick said. “Canadian men are pros at licking syrup.”

I silently grumbled at his pathetic double entendre. “Hey, fail at picking women up on your own time.”

“That was some weak ass shit,” Braden said while he and Reece laughed at Jerrick’s expense. I didn’t feel sorry for him; he’d brought it on himself.

I eyed Bree in the back, sitting quietly and clearly uncomfortable. The girl looked like she belonged behind a library desk, not hanging out with this crude crowd. Let alone guiding spirits.

“Fuck you, guys,” Jerrick retorted. “Mariana is just playing hard to get. She loves me.”

Mariana snorted and shook her head, but a smile was on her face. Any attention was good in Mariana’s eyes. She may not intend to take Jerrick up on his offer, but she enjoyed his affections.

“So…” Reece started. His hesitation told me he was nervous about finishing his thought.

“What?” I asked just as Blue Oyster Cult’s “Don’t Fear the Reaper” came on.

“Really?” Mariana asked, again annoyed with my music.

I shrugged. “It’s called irony.”

“You and this Gwen woman,” Reece continued.

“What about her?” I shot him a look through the rearview mirror. He didn’t need to see my eyes to know the look was a warning to tread carefully.

“You’re really a couple or is it just…casual?”

His question made me more uncomfortable than I liked. For as long as I have known these guys, I’d never been hard up for a woman before.

“It’s not casual,” I told him, flexing my fingers against the steering wheel.

“Pity,” Reece said, smirking.

“It’s like you want me to rip your dick off and feed it to you,” I told him, but I found myself smirking, too. Reece lived to fuck with me. What he didn’t know was that I would only tolerate so much when it came to Gwen.

“Ugh,” Mariana grumbled. “Gwen this, Gwen that. What’s so special about her?”

“Besides the fact that she’s hot as fuck?” Reece replied, which garnered a glare from Mariana.

“I’m hot,” she said. “She’s…average.”

“Careful, Mariana,” Braden interjected. “Your jealousy’s showing.”

“Let’s stop talking about Gwen,” I said.

“Finally,” Mariana mumbled, crossing her arms and staring out the window.

Their discussion over Gwen wasn’t what bothered me; I was worried they’d start asking other questions, more dangerous questions. I needed to keep them in the dark so they didn’t grow suspicious. While I was threat enough to dissuade them from going after Gwen, I didn’t even want the thoughts going through their heads. It wasn’t necessarily their fault; they’re made for this type of stuff, spirits lingering in places they shouldn’t or possessing bodies. In a way, I supposed Gwen’s spirit was possessing her own body.

“So what are we doing?” Bree asked, her soft voice barely making it to my ears.

I gave her a smile, happy for the change in topic. “Souls aren’t moving on. Find them and release them.”

“Because some witch hexed Gwen and the town?” Braden asked with skepticism.

“That’s what I said, isn’t it?” I snapped.

“It’s just, I’ve never heard of a witch—or any being—having the power to stop people from dying. Are you sure you got your facts straight?”

I pulled along the curb outside the FPD building and put the car in park. Taking a calming breath, I shut the car off.

“I’m taking care of the witch, Gwen, and the balance,” I told them. “All I need you guys to do is focus on the souls. If we get them moved on, it’ll help tip the energy back into balance.” At least I hoped. The weight of dark energy was growing stronger by the day, while the light barely registered. I could sense the expired souls lingering in Flora, their energy unnatural and growing more agitated by the minute.

“In this instance, this is a need to know basis, and you guys don’t need to know,” I continued. “Just do your job, and I’ll take care of the rest.” I opened the door and stepped out. Leaning down to the open window, I said, “I have business to take care of here. You guys can start cleaning up the town, and remember anonymity is important.”

Without another word, I turned around and made my way up the cement walkway that led to the FPD’s front doors. If the spirit walkers thought my secrecy on this matter was strange, they didn’t say, but I knew eventually they would. I just needed to figure out a way to fix things before that happened.

Stepping into the FPD’s lobby, I scanned the area in search of Micah. Lackeys sat at desks spread out across the main floor, typing and filling out paperwork. I didn’t know how they didn’t kill themselves.

“May I help you?”

My eyes fell to the receptionist sitting at a U-shaped desk. Her brown eyes watched me with uncertainty, her instincts telling her not to trust me. Oftentimes, humans didn’t listen to those instincts, the little voice in the back of their heads that kicked their fight or flight into action. And while this woman wasn’t human but a fairy, if my instincts were anything to go by, even she hesitated to listen to that warning voice. There was something about me that, although dangerous, was also alluring to people. They didn’t come across something like me often.

“No,” I replied, walking past her. I followed the hallway Gwen and I had used the other night, the one leading to the holding cells. Before I’d been hesitant to use my full powers on Ms. Willow in fear of scaring Gwen. With her mind being so delicate, I didn’t want to do anything that would cause her to recoil from me. Now that Gwen wasn’t here, I fully intended to do whatever I had to get Ms. Willow to talk.

“Hey,” the receptionist called behind me, “you can’t go back there.”

I released an aggravated huff, ignoring her warning. I knew I should have just shifted myself into the holding cell. Witnesses were always pains in the ass.

Mid-stride, I concentrated my energy on transporting my body to Ms. Willow’s cell. One minute I was walking down the hallway, and the next my body shifted and reappeared inside the room with the cells. A man, and by man I mean vampire, jumped at my sudden appearance.

“Where the hell did you come from?” he asked me.

I focused on his soul, testing to see if it was expired or not. Not. Ignoring him, I walked down the short aisle. The sounds of my boots hitting the concrete floor reverberated against the cinder block walls. Ms. Willow sat in the last cell, curled up on her bed. At my arrival, she lifted her head and sat up.

“I never thought I’d be lucky enough to speak of a visit from Death,” she said, standing. “I have a feeling I won’t get lucky a second time.”

Smart woman.

“That all depends,” I told her.

“I cannot tell you who hired me,” she responded.

I clucked my tongue and shook my head as though berating a child. “We’re not off to a great start here. Help me help you.” I grinned humorously.

“I’m not afraid of dying. My sacrifice will be for the greater good.” She smiled back, knowing—or at least thinking—she had me. Hadn’t anyone ever told her not to taunt Death?

“You may not be afraid of dying,” I said, shifting my energy again. I reappeared inside her cell, enjoying the way she jumped backwards in surprise. “But does your family feel the same way? Are they so willing to die for your cause?” Fear widened her eyes. My grin turned into a full smile.

“You can’t,” she gasped. “It’s against the rules.”

I leaned forward, invading her personal space. Whispering, I said, “As you know, I don’t give a fuck about rules.” To prove my point, I placed my palm over her heart. Her already wide eyes grew even wider as her mouth fell open on a breathless gasp. White wisps began to lift from her skin, twirling around my hand like a snake.

“I don’t have to take your soul all at once,” I told her. “I’ll take it a piece at a time. You’ll feel like you’re being ripped apart. Are you prepared to endure that torture? Are you prepared to have your family pay for your crimes?” More of her soul lifted from her body, thickening around my arm. Her eyes shot to the white mist, so full of fear that tears trailed paths down her cheeks.

“Your boss didn’t tell you about this part, did they?” I smirked.

I released my hold over her and sent her soul back to her body. Her shoulders curled inward as she inhaled sharply as though coming up for air after being submerged.

“What are you doing to her?” the vampire called.

“Do you want me to show you?” I asked him. His head shook back and forth so rapidly that he blurred for a moment. “Then mind your own business.”

Using one hand, I rubbed the stubble lining my jaw as I stared down at Ms. Willow. She had stumbled back until her legs hit the cot, and then she fell onto the thin mattress. Her bony hands trembled beside her thighs.

“Dorian.”

Fuck. I looked up to find Micah in the doorway, his ocher eyes glowing in anger. Werewolves were so much fun to piss off.

“You’re interfering with a police investigation. Unless you want to move into the cell next door to Ms. Willow, you’d better leave.”

I released an exaggerated heavy sigh and stared down at Ms. Willow. “Name?”

“Now, Mr. Hade,” Micah ordered.

Keeping eye contact with the witch, I said, “Fine. I have to pay some other people a visit anyway.” As I turned to leave, the springs in the cot creaked.

“Wait,” Ms. Willow called.

I spared her a look over my shoulder and waited. I wasn’t really going to torture her family, but she didn’t know that. Her emotions for them were enough to get her to cave. Stupid.

“Hecate.”

I was not expecting that. “The goddess of spirits and night apparitions?”

Ms. Willow nodded, falling back onto the cot. She hung her head as though disappointed in herself. Or maybe she feared she had disappointed Hecate; the mother of witchcraft. This was worse than I thought.
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SOMETIME AROUND ONE in the morning, I felt Dorian climb into my bed. I guess this was going to be a regular thing. I couldn’t say that I minded. He sidled up behind me, his bare chest pressing against my back while his arm slid over my waist and held me to him. He dipped his head toward mine, inhaling the scent of my hair. His fingers formed a fist, bunching my shirt within his grasp.

Slowly, he trailed his hand below the covers and over my thighs. His fingers raked over my skin, igniting electricity and desire. Heat pooled between my legs as my eyes slipped closed and devoured the sensation. I hadn’t seen him all day and didn’t realize how much that bothered me until this moment. Being around him, feeling his hands on me, grounded me. Though I didn’t know who I was, I knew how I felt when Dorian was beside me. The feelings I had for this beautiful and dark stranger gave me a sense of normalcy.

His fingers caressed a path along my inner thigh, silently begging me to open up to him, while his lips pressed kisses along my bare shoulder. I tilted my head back to see him, to look into those stormy eyes, and Dorian captured my mouth without warning. He flicked his tongue along the seam of my lips, nipping at my bottom lip before my jaw slackened and invited him in. When our tongues twisted a white-hot need shot through my body. His kisses caused icy chills that flowed from the top of my head all the way down to my curling toes.

Dorian’s hand sunk between my thighs, cupping my sex. My legs fell open, welcoming his touch, needing it. Despite his major mistake and the fact I couldn’t remember him, I still wanted him. There was something about him that beckoned to me, reeled me in and captured me completely.

The hand between my legs didn’t move, didn’t provoke the need he had created. He just held me, cupping me while his mouth tasted me. I could feel him lengthen and harden behind me, his erection pressing against my behind.

Dorian broke away from my lips and stared down at me. Swirling gray clouds twisted through his sockets, darkening around the edges. Only the shift of his eyelashes told me that he was studying my face, focusing on different details.

“I don’t know what this is,” he said, his voice genuinely mystified, “but I think I’ve been waiting for it my entire existence, waiting for you.” The hand cupping my sex came up to trace my jawline so softly that I couldn’t be sure he was really touching me. He traced the pad of his finger along the plump flesh of my bottom lip before he leaned down and slid his tongue into my mouth again, removing his finger and kissing me with such fervor I squeezed my thighs together to pacify the building ache.

In one fluid motion, he flipped me over so that I lay lengthwise along his body. His hands skimmed up either side of my waist and then trailed down to cup my behind. Strong fingers caressed my legs, pulling them forward so that they rested on either side of his waist. Sitting up, he wrapped an arm around my waist and used his other hand to lift my tank top over my head. His mouth closed over a hardened nipple, his tongue swirling around the sensitive peak. My back arched, sending my lower region to grind against his erection. A deep growl vibrated through his throat at the connection.

Tonight he showed no hesitation toward me, no second thought as he sucked, kissed, and licked my breasts. And I couldn’t seem to find that earlier hesitation from last night. Tonight, all I could focus on was the way he had looked at me, the way he had crawled into bed and held me against him as though being beside me gave him peace. Something had changed tonight and, while I wondered what, I didn’t want to break the spell he put me under to ask.

Lifting me, Dorian laid me back onto the mattress as he had last night. The strength of his arms, the ease in which he could position me as he chose, amplified my already heady want for him. His eyes settled on my face while his hands worked my pajama shorts off my legs. Even when I was fully nude, his stare never broke away from my face. I was so entranced in the storm clouds rolling through his eyes that I hadn’t even noticed he had disrobed himself, too. The tip of his erection teased the entrance of my silky folds, already wet from the sheer magnetism of him. It was intoxicating, this thing between us. He skimmed one hand up my arm until his fingers interlocked with mine. Pushing forward, he buried himself inside of me and, for a moment, I saw stars from the exquisite feel of our bodies connecting. I was already tiptoeing the edge, wobbling on shaky legs and on the verge falling into the euphoric oblivion.

Heat pooled in my abdomen when he began to roll his hips slowly against me, pressing kisses to my skin. The soft brush of his hair against my breasts felt like another pair of hands. I raked my nails against the sinewy ridges cording his shoulders, feeling the flex of muscles working beneath my palm.

Dorian withdrew from me painfully slow, pushing forward in the same manner over and over. My eyes rolled into my skull, delirious with pleasure. The pressure built with each thrust of his hips, within reach but not attainable yet.

I wrapped my legs around his hard waist so he could push deeper. The movement caused another sexy groan out of Dorian, one that fueled me further. Slipping his hands beneath my waist, he picked me up and fell back on the bed so that now I was on top. The man was a flippin’ acrobat in the bedroom. My breasts pressed against his chest while he kissed up my throat and guided my hips against him.

An explosion of electric tingles exploded from between my thighs, traveling down my legs and rendering them useless. I clenched around Dorian’s length as the last tendrils of orgasm traveled through my boneless body, and felt him twitch inside of me moments later.

I stayed plastered to his body, my arms twined around his neck while I breathed against his skin. I could still taste him on my mouth, now mixed with the scent of sweat. His hand came up and cradled the back of my head as he held me to him.

“I missed you today.” Dorian’s soft voice echoed through my room. Leaning back, he looked at my face, his eyelashes fluttering as he searched for something there.

“I missed you, too,” I heard myself saying and realized that I had actually missed him. All day I wondered what he was doing, and why he hadn’t included me in it. If he was searching for a way to fix my memories, shouldn’t I have been with him?

“Did you find out anything new today?” I asked, aware that he was still inside of me, still semi-hard.

The lowering of his lashes told me he was looking down, away from my face. Did he have bad news? What was worse than what I’d learned today?

Looking back up, he produced a small smile. “No, I didn’t learn anything new today. I just helped the spirit walkers with extracting expired souls.” His hand came up and caressed the side of my face while he leaned forward and brushed his lips against mine. A sense of unease nagged my mind. He was hiding something.

I felt him fully harden inside of me again while he pressed kisses along my skin and hands roamed against my back. He was distracting me and, just for tonight, I would let him.
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The scent of bacon wafted into my bedroom, waking me from one of the best night’s sleep I’d had since losing my memories. My eyelids slowly peeled open as I came back to reality. Warmth pressed against my back, a strong arm holding me against a hard chest. Dorian. Flashes of memory from last night played through my mind: the feel of his hands guiding my hips, the taste of his mouth, the feel of flexing muscles under my hands, fingers raking against skin.

Sliding out from under Dorian’s arm, I softly fell to the floor before standing up. Early morning light filtered through my window, lending enough light for me to search for clothes. I slipped on a pair of flannel pajama pants and a Broomsticks T-shirt. Just as I was turning to tiptoe toward the door to the bathroom, Dorian’s voice sounded and made me jump.

“You wouldn’t be doing the walk of shame, would you?”

That caused me to smile, considering this was my bedroom and my apartment. “No, I’m doing the bathroom walk.” Dorian still lay on his side, an arm tucked under the pillow. His hair fell against his sleepy face, while the blanket draped only over his hips. My eyes perused his chest and washboard abs, utter perfection lying in my bed like a wet dream come to life.

“You keep looking at me like that,” Dorian said, his voice either raspy from sleep or desire, “and you won’t make it out of this room.”

While I entertained the idea of shucking my clothes and climbing back into bed, my bladder reminded me that I needed the bathroom. Pity.

Once in the bathroom, I took care of business, and then brushed my teeth and splashed water over my face. Staring at my reflection, I studied my face in hopes of recognizing it. My blue eyes were bright, my dark hair a fizzy mess of tangles. Frowning, I combed my fingers through the strands in the hopes of taming it a little. Giving up, I put it up in a messy ponytail, oddly okay with looking less than sexy in front of Dorian.

Exiting the bathroom, I made my way down the hall to the kitchen. Ethan stood in front of the stove, flipping pieces of bacon in one pan while cooking pancakes in another. I inhaled deeply, my mouth watering. I frowned when I realized that the food was probably intended for Fiona and not me. Making my way over to the coffeepot, I poured a cup and added lots of sugar and creamer.

“Morning,” I said to Ethan, noting the time on the microwave: 7:12A.M. Why the hell am I up this early?

“Morning,” Ethan said, his eyes giving me an up down before returning toward the stove. I stared down at my clothes and shrugged. He was probably used to Fiona wearing lacy or matching pajamas. Good thing I wasn’t trying to impress him.

“Want some food?” Ethan asked as I sat at the table.

“Really?” I asked, bewildered by his kindness. I was sure he didn’t like me. Dorian padded down the hall, wearing only his pajama pants moments later. My eyes savored his sculpted chest and rippling stomach. He and Ethan exchanged a look, Ethan’s facial features tightening. Add Dorian to the list of people he didn’t like. At least the feelings were mutual. Other than Fiona, I wasn’t sure he liked anyone.

“Yeah, I made too much,” Ethan said in explanation.

Dorian sat beside me, staring into his cup of coffee. He rested his elbows on the table, fingers laced with each other. Taking a sip of my too-hot coffee, I tried to ignore the thickening tension in the kitchen. Having these two men in the same room was almost scary. I kept waiting for a fight to break out and Dorian to take it a step too far. Would he kill him?

Ethan turned with two plates and eyed Dorian and me. His eyes focused on my face. “After everyone is done eating and ready for the day we should talk about last night’s discussion.” Then he headed down the hall and disappeared into Fiona’s room. Bringing Fiona breakfast in bed kicked him up a notch in my mind, if only a little.

“What discussion?” Dorian asked, his voice harder than the muscles distracting me. Standing, I headed toward the left over bacon. If anything could distract me further, it was bacon. Dorian wasn’t going to like the story Ethan had told me; it had ended in death. And, while he assured me it wasn’t the same thing, I knew the spirit walkers he hired to extract souls should also be extracting mine. Dorian’s feelings for me clouded his judgment. He was too close to the situation, too close to me, to do what was right.

When I spun around, I almost smacked into Dorian’s chest. He braced his arms on the counter, caging me in.

“What’s going on, cupcake?”

I chewed the bacon, choosing to stare at his chest rather than into his smoky eyes. I shrieked when Dorian lifted me up and sat me on the counter. His fingers skimmed along my legs as he pressed himself between my thighs.

“We’re a team, right?” He spoke softly, infusing the air between us with a different type of tension. Finally, I looked up and met his gaze. He had his head tilted to the side. The tightness of his mouth accentuated the slope of his jaw. His fingers gripped my hips tightly, but not painfully. He held onto me as though afraid I’d disappear before his eyes.

“Are we?” I asked, remembering how it had seemed like he was hiding something from me last night.

His head jerked backwards as though taken aback by my question. “Of course we are, Gwen. Why would you even doubt that? I’m the only one searching for a solution that doesn’t result in your death.”

I placed a hand against his chest and looked up at him through my lashes. “Aren’t I already dead, though?” When he began to speak, I slipped a finger over his mouth to hush his protests. “What you did wasn’t right, Dorian. It’s…I’m screwing up the balance and causing weird things in Flora. I don’t want to put people’s lives in danger.” I had spent a good portion of last night thinking about the story Ethan told me, wondering if I had the guts to surrender my life for the greater good. I still didn’t know. It was a little difficult contemplating the end of my life, never seeing Fiona or Dorian again. But could I live knowing others were affected by my existence?

Dorian reached up and tugged my hand away from his mouth. “Please don’t speak like that. This life, my existence…you need to live. I will find a way to fix this. You just need to have as much faith in me as I do you. Can you do that?”

“But—”

Dorian mimicked my technique and shushed me with a finger. “No buts, I will find a way to fix what I’ve done. I’m not losing you for anything.”

You had to admire his dedication, among other things. His hands fell down to cup my behind. Pulling, he brought me to the edge of the counter and leaned in so that our mouths were mere inches apart.

“Now, what story did Ethan tell you?” His breath fanned across my lips, surprisingly minty rather than morning-breath-gross. That was a plus. With reluctance, I told him everything Ethan had told us last night and watched his facial features for anger. After I was done, his eyelids slipped closed on a long blink.

“Did he happen to mention what the NAWC’s plans were? Are they coming to Flora?”

I shook my head. “He didn’t say,” I told him. “Now it’s your turn. You learned something last night, didn’t you?” My eyes fell over his shoulder to my forgotten cup of coffee. Dorian glanced over his shoulder, and chuckling, retrieved it for me.

“You know, I could just get down and sit back at the table like a normal person.”

“You could,” Dorian agreed, “but I like seeing you on the counter with your legs spread.” His sensual mouth curled up in a smirk. My mug was halfway to my mouth, my hand stilling at his words before I shook myself out of it and swallowed a gulp of luke-warm coffee.

“Stop trying to distract me,” I warned. “I told you my news; now it’s your turn. We’re a team, remember?”

Dorian bobbed his head. “Just do me a favor,” he said. “Let’s keep this information between you and me, okay? I know Fiona’s your best friend, but I trust Ethan about as much as a demon.”

I don’t know why, but hearing demons existed surprised me. After everything, it was a miracle anything could surprise me. “Okay,” I agreed. While Ethan had been civil last night and this morning, there was still something about him that put me on edge.

I reached for another piece of bacon, taking a bite and savoring the saltiness. Holding it out to Dorian, I laughed when his mouth opened and he ate the entire piece from my hand. Grabbing another slice, I half turned to keep him from stealing it from me. If there were ever a reason to murder someone, it would be for the theft of bacon. Bacon paired with coffee was what I liked to refer to as Morning Crack.

“I visited Ms. Willow yesterday,” Dorian started, keeping his voice low. A sheen of bacon grease coated his upper lip, tempting me. “She finally gave me a name.”

That was enough to shake me out of my lusty thoughts. “She confessed to who hired her?”

“She gave me a name,” Dorian said. “As to whether it’s who hired her—” He shrugged. “It’s more likely the person is using this name as an alias.”

“Why? What’s the name?”

“Hecate.”

I pursed my lips in thought. “Sounds familiar, but I can’t place it.”

“In Greek mythology, Hecate is referred to as the goddess of spirits and night apparitions. She personified an aspect of the moon and is said to be the mother of witchcraft. Oftentimes, witches reference her name in their chants. You may have heard Fiona say something like ‘thank the goddess’” He waited for me to acknowledge this. “Hecate is the goddess she’s referring to. All witches hold her in high regard, thanking her for positivity in their lives and praying to her when in need of guidance.”

I thought about the woman in my mirror, wondering if just maybe it had been her—Hecate. But Dorian didn’t believe the real Hecate was behind any of this.

“So, because she’s a goddess, you don’t believe it’s actually her who hired Ms. Willow?” I asked, voicing my thoughts.

“Seems unlikely,” Dorian said, “but, I suppose anything is possible.”

My vision blurred as I retreated to my thoughts. Things were getting pretty serious if Hecate was actually taking the time to bother with me. A mythological goddess. I wasn’t sure if I should feel flattered or scared shitless by that. It also reminded me of the significance of the situation. The woman in the mirror explained that by taking my memories dying would be easier. Maybe she assumed that I wouldn’t connect to the people in my life this quickly and therefore it would be easier to surrender my life. However, I had connected with Fiona and Dorian. I liked what was between Dorian and me, loved figuring out who he was and learning about myself through his eyes. Though there’d been no declaration of love, I could feel how much he cared for me through his relentless actions to try to save me.

“What are you thinking about?”

I blinked out of my thoughts, refocusing on the present and looking up at Dorian’s handsome face. And he was breathtakingly handsome in an eerie way. Those eyes, the churning gray clouds rolling across his sockets, could suck you in and make you feel like you were floating through an abyss of endlessness. The curve of his mouth was another one of his seductive tools, wielding it and causing me to surrender to him effortlessly.

“Tell me how we met,” I heard myself saying as I stared up at him.

His mouth curled up on one side. “It was a dark and stormy night…” At my look of incredulity, he added, “It was. We were between Seattle and Moon and a thunderstorm had rolled in. You had jumped out of your cab after seeing a bad car accident. The police hadn’t shown up yet, and you worried about the passengers. After checking on them, you saw me approaching.” Dorian’s grin turned into a small smile while he recollected that night. “I still remember your face after seeing me approach.” A huff of amusement fell from his nose. “And I still remember how I felt when I first saw you.” Dorian leaned toward me, bringing his mouth toward my neck. He placed a small kiss below my ear before continuing to speak.

“I was momentarily stunned by you,” he said. “The rain soaked you from head to toe, capturing on your skin and your blue eyes blazed through the darkness as you tried to make sense of me. I knew who you were, sensed your power, but your beauty and bravery took me by surprise.” My eyelids grew heavy with each brush of his lips, relishing the soft caress of his breath as he spoke. “From that moment on, I knew I wanted to possess you.” He brought his face in front of mine while his hand crawled up my arm and settled on the back of my neck.

“And no one is going to take you away from me,” he promised. We stared into each other’s eyes, Dorian’s expression intense while I tried to keep my breathing even.

“Oh!” Fiona said from behind Dorian’s back. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

With one last look, Dorian helped me off the counter, and we turned toward my best friend. Her timing sucked.
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“IF YOU EVEN bring up killing Gwen…” Dorian warned. The four of us made our way into the living room to discuss things. As I gauged the hatred between Ethan and Dorian, I wasn’t sure there would be much of a discussion. I had a feeling I’d have to play referee.

“What? You’ll kill me?” Ethan’s tone implied he didn’t fear taunting Dorian. “You haven’t learned your lesson yet?”

Dorian’s right eye crinkled while his lips thinned. I gripped his arm, my fingers squeezing their own warning. Dorian spared me a look, his body relaxing just enough that I’m comforted that a fight won’t break out in the middle of my living room.

“You should be so lucky,” Dorian said. “What I had planned was far worse than death.”

An involuntary shiver made its way up my spine at his menacing tone. It’s in times like these that I wondered how I fell for someone as dangerous as Dorian. He’s nice to me, but that didn’t mean the monster hiding within wouldn’t rear its ugly head. My instincts told me that, while I had reservations towards Dorian’s shift in moods, there was no doubt that he wouldn’t hurt me.

“I think it’s best that you guys ignore your hatred for each other and we discuss what we’re going to do,” I said, eyeing the three other people in the room. Fiona and Ethan sat on the sofa while I sat in the overstuffed chair and Dorian stood with crossed arms beside me, his feet spread shoulder width apart—his threatening posture.

After a few more tense moments of silence, Ethan recited the story about the witch. Dorian stood beside me, never shifting or giving away any emotion. I kept peeking up at him to see if his thoughts would reveal themselves through his expression, but he remained stony. It wasn’t until Ethan got to the part about the archer shooting the witch that his jaw ticked.

“What are the NAWC’s plans?” Dorian asked after Ethan finished.

Ethan shrugged. “They wouldn’t tell me.”

“Bullshit,” Dorian growled. “You run to them with this news, and they don’t reveal what their plans are?”

“He didn’t run to tell them about Gwen,” Fiona said in defense. “He did it because I asked him to, okay? The last time we were in Moon I heard Charles and Kye talking. They suspected something was wrong with Gwen. I never said anything because I thought they were crazy.” Fiona sent me an apologetic smile. “But when Ethan and I started sensing the imbalance, I started to wonder if they’d been right. I wanted Ethan to go to Moon to see if they were planning anything. The council members are stronger than us, would have sensed the imbalance long before we did. I’m thinking that’s why they asked Gwen to become a council member, so they could keep a closer eye on her.” Fiona paused, taking a ragged breath. “I did it to help out.”

I heard the unspoken but after her sentence, and my gut tightened. I envisioned myself as the witch from 1822. While she’d purposefully cast a spell to keep from dying, we were the same; two beings living on borrowed time. I imagined those seven extra days she got were lived blissfully happy, ignorantly thinking she still had a long life ahead of her. Was that what I was doing, living in ignorance as the NAWC members strategized how to kill me?

“Instead you put Gwen on their radar, right?” Dorian asked, his voice accusing and hard.

Fiona looked up at Ethan before her eyes found mine. “They asked why he wanted to know, and then remembered that he was staying with me in Flora. They know you and I live together. They just…put two and two together.”

“Son of a bitch,” Dorian snarled. Looking down at me, he said, “Gwen, pack a bag; we’re leaving before the NAWC even sets foot in Flora.”

Ethan snorted. “Running won’t do any good; they’re the best of the best. One tracking spell and Gwen is as good as theirs. Not to mention her bond with the vampire. If they have to, they’ll track him down to find her.”

The bit about being bonded to a vampire caught me off guard for a second. I had forgotten Dorian told me about him—Aiden. With everything going on, being bonded to a vampire who had yet to reveal himself was the least of my worries. The only picture I could form of him was from the racy dream I’d had, and that only made me uncomfortable.

“You have to understand that it’s their job to take care of things like this,” Fiona said. “They must govern their people or it’ll cause friction among the other governments.”

“You’re defending them?” I asked with incredulity. To her credit, she looked rueful about what she said.

“She’s not defending them,” Ethan replied, “she’s simply stating that had Dorian not broken the rules, they wouldn’t be forced to act. It’s their job to extinguish threats and, like it or not, you’re a threat, Gwen.”

I chewed on my tongue rather than spilling the many thoughts racing through my head. I understood what Fiona was saying, and even Ethan, but that didn’t mean I was on board to help the NAWC kill me. I wanted so badly to say how this wasn’t my fault, that I wasn’t like the witch from 1822. This had been done to me; I hadn’t willingly trapped my soul to keep from dying. But I didn’t say any of those things because,for one, they already knew all this, and secondly, it didn’t change anything. We needed to spend our time figuring out a way around this, if there even was a way around this. The thing was, I wasn’t completely sure Ethan and Fiona wanted to find a solution. Ethan’s disinterest didn’t surprise me; it was Fiona’s wavering that caused a pang of betrayal to seep through my chest. Maybe she’d lost the hope I so desperately clung to, and I couldn’t fault her for that. This was a very serious matter, one where seeing a silver lining was difficult to do.

I looked up at Dorian and he arched a sharp brow as though to say ‘told you so.’ I didn’t want to believe that Fiona—my supposed best friend—wanted to turn me into the NAWC. I lowered my eyes to my lap, concentrating on the chipping nail polish on my thumb.

“I want to try the time traveling spell,” Fiona said. “Ethan and I have been discussing it and it’s the only thing we can think of. Maybe if we can go back to that day, stop the rogue from killing you…”

“Travelling through time is dangerous,” Dorian said, shifting beside my chair. “If you change too much of the past, it could make the future worse, and Gwen’s future is already sensitive.”

“If we don’t do this Gwen won’t have a future,” Fiona responded. “It’s your fault she’s even in this position.”

I shook my head as the frustration set in. The constant blame game was getting old, and on my nerves. “Actually, had Dorian not restored my soul, I would already be dead. He gave me extra time and if this time spell works, he will have saved my life. We need to stop blaming each other for things out of our control. It’s done. All I can do now is deal with it.”

Ethan’s eyes shifted to the floor while Fiona nodded in agreement. Dorian currently had his head turned so that it looked like he was staring at the wall. Maybe he was; it was hard to tell with the sunglasses obscuring his eyes.

“What do we need to travel back in time?” I asked when it seemed no one else was going to speak. At this point, I was willing to try anything. “And how long before someone from the NAWC shows up?”

“The ingredients for the spell will be difficult to get,” Ethan replied. “As for the NAWC—” He shrugged. “—Could be today or a week from now. As your government, they have a responsibility to take care of this and the longer it goes undealt with, the worse things are going to get.”

I remembered how Micah explained that each magical species has their own governments, how the vampire council was responsible for dealing with the man with the hole in his chest. The thing was, all of it circled back around to me. Did that mean that multiple councils would soon seek me out, seek to destroy me? In theory, having multiple governing houses was smart, but when those multiple houses would soon target me, it didn’t seem like such a good thing.

“Why will the ingredients be difficult to get?” I asked, my fingers fidgeting in my lap. We had to do something before one of the governments stepped in, and I didn’t think time was on our side.

“Because they’re not typical potion ingredients,” Ethan answered, his voice thick with condemnation as though he found fault in my lack of knowledge pertaining to potions and spells. “We cannot just go down to your store and pick up supplies,” he continued. “These specific materials will have to be hunted down.”

“How long will it take?” I asked.

“Best case scenario, three days,” Ethan said. “Worst case, two weeks.”

“Two weeks?” Even three days made me antsy, but two flippin’ weeks? There was no way the council would leave me alone for that long. I felt the bubble of hope floating in my chest dwindling by the second.

“We’ll start searching for the items right now,” Fiona assured.

“Can I help?”

“I think it’s best you lay low,” Dorian suggested.

“He’s probably right,” Fiona said. “The less you’re in public, the better. We don’t want to draw unwanted attention.”

I gaped at them. “So I’m under house arrest?” I looked up at Dorian, my eyes pleading.

“Sorry, cupcake,” he said, not sounding the least bit sorry, “if you’re in one place, I won’t have to worry about your safety. Besides, the last thing we need is some patron noticing the oddities surrounding you and taking matters into his own hands. If it’s at all possible, I’d like to keep my torturing to a minium.” He finished the statement with a wink. Ethan snorted while he and Fiona got to their feet.

“That’s it then?” I asked in disbelief. “You three decide my fate and expect me to wait around here twiddling my thumbs?”

“Of course not,” Dorian said, leaning down and kissing the top of my head. He reached for the remote and placed it in my lap. “You can watch television.” The amused smirk lifting one side of his mouth up made me want to smack him. Fiona and Ethan already exited the room and were shuffling into their jackets on their way to search for the rare materials. Dorian started toward the doorway, too.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“To check in with the other spirit walkers,” he replied. “If you need anything, my number is in your cell. If anything happens, call me first. Got it?” He paused in the doorway leading to the kitchen, waiting for my answer.

“The only thing that’s going to happen is me dying of boredom.” I was unusually antsy, already climbing the walls and they hadn’t even left yet. I blamed it on the seriousness of the situation and the fact that everyone else was doing something to fix it while I sat in my pajamas. I felt completely useless.

“Lets not joke about you dying, okay?”

I nodded and watched Dorian head toward the door. When it closed behind him, the silence of my apartment intensified. It’s strange how eerily loud silence becomes when you’re alone.

Deciding not to listen to Dorian, at least about vegging out and watching television, I stood up and headed toward my bedroom. There had to be clues within its barriers that would give me an inkling as to whom I was. As I opened the door, my gaze wandered around the space. Clue number one, I am not wealthy. The room is barely big enough to contain the queen-sized bed and two dressers. When my eyes landed on the mirror, I quickly shifted to something else. I was not in the mood to see that woman pop up in the glass again. I was pretty sure she only cared about me surrendering my life and, call me crazy, but I was going to hold off doing that for now.

I moved into the room, going to the dresser. Pulling open drawers, I found stacks of neatly folded clothes. However, when I reached the bottom drawer, it held odds and ends instead of garments. The title on a large, leather bound book caught my eye. Magick Encyclopedia. Retrieving the book, I sat cross-legged on my bed and opened the cover. My eyes scanned down the table of contents ranging from spells to trolls and everything in between. A surprised huff left my lips when my eyes landed on the topic of vampires. Interest peaked, I flipped toward the page and began reading.

THE CREATION AND EVOLUTION OF VAMPIRES:

The vampire virus derives from Satan himself. Lucifer was once the most beautiful angel and worked right alongside God. But Lucifer’s vanity and jealousy tainted his mind and soon he was gathering angels to overthrow his ruler. When God could not get him to repent for his sins, he was then cast out of heaven, along with the angels who chose to follow Lucifer over God.

After his fall, Lucifer was then referred to as Satan and said to rule over the firey pits of hell. It is said that after losing their angel statuses, Satan and his fallen angels transformed into demons. They loathed the love God showed his children, the humans whom Satan detested. Bitter from failing, Satan ordered his fallen angels to infect as many humans as possible with their virus, which resulted in vampirism. Satan found satisfaction in his children infecting and feeing off God’s children.

The first vampires were horrid creatures with bat-like wings and talons on their feet and hands. Every night after the sun set, the vampires would haunt the skies in search of more humans to infect. The allergy to the sun comes from the virus being of the netherworld—dark; whereas God’s children stem from the light.

Over time, the humans began conquering the evilness of the virus with the power of their humanity and free will God instilled in them. This evolution spanned over several millenniums and produced the tamer, less evil vampires we have today.

I sat back and let out an awed snort. Vampires derived from Satan himself, and I was bonded to one. Not just that, I had once been in love with one, and now I was in some sort of relationship with the angel of Death. One had bonded me to him while the other screwed up the balance of the world. I definitely had a type when it came to men.

BONDS

Vampire bonds were once used to keep track of one’s properties. By bonding themselves to their subjects, vampires were able to decipher truth from lies. Vampires have long since been distrusting of those around them due to the Great Raids of 1750 when hunters killed over six-hundred vampires.

Bonds are created when a vampire shares his blood with his intended subject, and in return drinks his or her blood. Through this blood exchange, both people are able to feel the other’s emotions. In no way does a bond create false emotions or control a person.

BREAKING BONDS

There have been many theories on how to break a bond with a vampire, but none have been proven with efficiency. There are three sure ways to dissolve a bond: A person could bond themselves to a new vampire, wait for the bond to fade itself, or kill the vampire that they are bonded to. Bonds are not permanent and normally last up to a few months if not renewed.

I pursed my lips. Being bonded to a vampire didn’t sound all that bad, considering said vampire wasn’t some kind of lunatic. Flipping through a few more pages, I read a passage revolving around trolls and goblins. According to the Magick Encyclopedia, trolls and goblins were cousin species. I also learned that pixies, although only three inches tall, were also related to fairies, who are not tiny Tinkerbell creatures, but human size. The more I read, the more fascinated I got with my new world. Well, I supposed it was only new to me because I couldn’t remember it. Still, reading about creatures once thought to be myth was entertaining enough to keep me busy most of the day.

I had been engrossed in the book for hours when a knock sounded at my front door. Pulling myself off the bed, I headed down the hall and toward it.

“Who is it?” I called through the wood. After hearing that the witches’ council was planning how to deal with me, I wasn’t going to take any chances.

“It’s Reece and Bree,” a Southern voice called.

It took me a moment to even remember if I knew a Reece or Bree. Then I remembered the spirit walkers I met the other night. Pulling open the door, I came face to face with a short woman with caramel-colored hair and wide blue eyes and a tall man with wavy brown hair and green eyes. Bree wore a pair of gray slacks with a lavender twinset. I eyed her skeptically, wondering how someone so innocent looking could deal with the dead. She looked like she belonged in a library shushing kids. Reece, on the other hand, reminded me of a cowboy, minus the tall hat. His lips curled into a grin, causing a dimple in the side of his cheek. He wore tight jeans and a plaid button-down shirt. My eyes roamed down to his feet and sure enough, cowboy boots.

“Dorian’s not here,” I told him.

“Oh, we know,” Bree said. Her voice was so chipper that I smiled in response. “He thought it would be nice if we took you out for lunch.”

I peered over my shoulder at the clock on the microwave and saw it was 1:15p.m. When I looked back at the two, they were staring at each other and whispering something that escaped me. They both had smiles on their faces when their eyes found mine again. I had to remind myself that these two were spirit walkers and in town to reap expired souls. In other words, souls like mine.

“If you’ll just wait here,” I told them with a small smile, and then shut the door and flipped the lock. I headed back toward my bedroom, remembering seeing a purse on the dresser earlier. I rummaged through it for a cellphone and scrolled through the contacts list. Finding Dorian’s name, I pressed the call button and waited for him to pick up.

“Gwen?” His normally smooth voice was edged with concern. “Has something happened?”

“No,” I told him. “At least, I don’t think so. Bree and Reece just showed up to take me to lunch. They said it was your idea. I guess I just wanted to make sure they were telling the truth before I left with them.”

“Bastard,” Dorian muttered. “Actually, I sent Bree to take you to lunch. Reece must have heard and decided to invite himself.”

“Oh, okay,” I said, feeling lame that I called and checked.

“I’m happy you called,” Dorian said as though hearing my unspoken embarrassment. “The old you wouldn’t have. You would have trekked out the door under the guise that you could protect yourself.”

“And I couldn’t?” I asked. “Protect myself, I mean.”

A soft laugh filled my ears. “Oh, you have the power to protect yourself. The problem was that sometimes the shit you found yourself in was a little deeper than you expected it to be. You were never careless, just…stubborn.”

That made me smile. “The kind of girl that if told she couldn’t do something would do it just to prove you wrong?”

“Exactly,” Dorian said, and I could hear the smile in his voice.

“I could see me doing something like that,” I admitted, and then remembered that Bree and Reece were still waiting outside. “I should go. Thanks for sending Bree over to spring me from house arrest.”

Dorian laughed. “Even inmates get yard time. I’ll see you soon.”
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“HAVE A SEAT,” the werewolf detective said, gesturing toward the two chairs in front of his desk. He moved around the bulky furniture and sat down.

“I’ll stand, thanks,” I told him, moving further into the cramped office. My eyes traveled along the white walls, taking in corkboard full of tacked-up flyers. Micah had called me earlier today, stating that he needed to see me. Dealing with the police—human or otherworldly—did not interest me. I was here solely for Gwen, with the hopes that Micah learned or heard something.

“You wanna tell me why the NAWC called and asked us to detain Gwen until they arrived?”

Shit. This wasn’t good. I expected the NAWC to show up; I just didn’t expect them this soon. If I had to, I’d flee with Gwen until Ethan and Fiona could scrounge up the ingredients for the spell. If time wasn’t on our side, I would steal it. And when the NAWC tracked Gwen down, we would flee again. I’d hop across the entire goddamn map with her if I had to.

“Well?” Micah asked, his voice impatient.

I turned toward him, eyed him through the shadow of my sunglasses. He and Gwen had once dated. He may have even loved her, though not enough.

“I know she’s in some kind of trouble,” Micah said. “Obviously it’s some serious shit otherwise the NAWC wouldn’t be breathing down my neck. Like I said, each species has their own government with their own set of rules that I have to abide by. If I go against those rules I could lose my job.”

Spineless bastard, I thought. “So you expect me to just hand her over so you have job security?” I laughed harshly. “If you’re trying to appeal to my humanity, don’t bother, I don’t have any.” From what I saw, every man that had entered Gwen’s life had ended up letting her down in the end. I didn’t intend to. When I gave my word to her, I gave it with the promise that I would do everything in my power to save her. Then again, maybe that was guilt fueling me. This whole mess was my fault, stemmed from my selfishness and inability to let her go. How ironic that the angel of Death couldn’t watch someone he cared about die. Maybe karma had come to teach me a lesson, make me understand all those annoying human emotions that had perplexed me all these years.

“That’s not what I’m saying,” Micah said, his voice edgier than before. “Gwen…she means a lot to me. I just want you to know the restraints I’m under, the hell I’ll catch for helping you guys.”

“Why?” I asked. “You have nothing to prove to me, and no matter how heroic you appear, it will not erase yours and Gwen’s past.” I took a step toward his desk. “Do you think I’m helping her for some accolade, that I need recognition for saving her life?” I fisted a hand at my side, growing angrier by the second. “I’m helping because it’s what’s best for her. She’s been dealt a shitty hand, left and betrayed by those she once loved and trusted.” I rested both of my hands on Micah’s desk and leaned toward him. “She needs someone who won’t let her down. Not someone who doesn’t have the balls to do whatever it takes for her.”

After meeting Gwen, I’d done a little digging of my own and found out that at sixteen her parents kicked her out for being a witch. She lived in Moon with the council until nineteen when she moved to Flora with Fiona, and had been taking care of herself ever since. She and her parents hadn’t talked since. She was able to see her younger sister—Rebekah—a couple weeks ago when Aaron La’rue, a member of the VAC, kidnapped her. For the majority of her life, she’d been alone. When I heard about her life, it not only pissed me off, it created this unfathomable need to always be there for her. I don’t know why; I’d never gotten attached to a woman before, but that’s exactly what I was—attached.

“Listen,” Micah said, standing up to meet me eye for eye. “Gwen and I may not have worked out but don’t think for a second that you’re the only one who cares about her.” Micah’s amber eyes brightened as his wolf surfaced. I grinned at the show of dominance.

“I never said I wouldn’t help,” Micah continued. “I wouldn’t have called you in to talk if I just planned on arresting Gwen, but if I’m going to do this then I need to know what the hell is going on.”

We stared at each other while I tried to decide whether I should tell him the truth. While I didn’t particularly like police and politics, having a detective on our side could come in handy. One of my specialties was being able to connect with and read souls, and I could sense the sincerity in Micah’s. He actually did care about Gwen’s wellbeing. I also detected a small trace of love lingering within him and, while I didn’t like it, that love would help keep him focused on Gwen’s safety.

Taking a seat, I propped my foot up on my knee and relaxed. “Fine, but this information doesn’t leave this office, got it?”

Micah’s muscles relaxed, his arms sagging at his sides. “Got it.”

I proceeded to tell him everything, starting with Gwen’s attack by the rogue and ending with the imbalance of life and death. After I was done, Micah sat down and stared off into space as though stunned by what he learned. Slowly, his head turned and our eyes met. The fire was behind his gaze again, accusing and infuriated.

Micah snorted, a derisive sound. “You talk a good game about caring for and protecting Gwen, but where the hell were you when it mattered, when the rogue attacked and killed her?” His voice was razor sharp. I welcomed its abusiveness, but no matter how harshly Micah berated me, it would never compare to the guilt gnawing me from the inside out.

“Do you even know what loving someone means?” Micah asked, catching me by surprise. He must have seen the confusion on my face because he huffed without amusement. “No, I suppose someone like you wouldn’t, would you?”

“I never said I loved her,” I told him. “I care about her and had I known she was in danger I would have never let her go into work.” I paused to collect my thoughts. “I’ve never been able to see her path and therefore couldn’t intercept any dangers.”

Why the hell did Micah think I loved Gwen? Love was a human emotion, a pointless one in my opinion. Love was what caused all the pain I’d witnessed over the years. It infected people’s minds and rendered them hopeless when their loved ones were inevitably taken from them. It lifted them up only to tear them apart in the end. I had never understood why someone would choose to go through that. Sure, I liked Gwen, and I had purposefully replaced her soul because I wasn’t ready to let her go, but love? My stomach felt like it had opened up into a bottomless pit, and I was freefalling at breakneck speed.

“Well, at least now I know why you’re so adamant about fixing Gwen,” Micah continued, ignorant to the mental torment I was under. “If it’s not love, it’s the guilt of what you’ve done.” He thought for a moment. “That, or by replacing her soul you’ve gotten yourself in some serious trouble with…whoever you answer to. Is this what this is, a cleanup to fix your mess?”

This dog was getting on my last nerve. “My motivations are none of your fucking business. The only thing you need to concern yourself with is finding a way to distract the NAWC.”

The earlier anger contorting Micah’s face smoothed. The corners of his mouth turned down as he thought about something. “So, Gwen’s…she’s…” His mouth snapped shut, and his eyebrows pulled together.

“She’s what?” I asked, annoyed with this entire visit and the churning in my stomach.

“Dead,” Micah whispered, his eyes coming up slowly to meet mine. “Is she dead?”

I stood, ready to get the hell out of this building. “Not if I can help it.”

I headed out the door and tried like hell to extinguish the thoughts racing through my head, to erase the ideas Micah had planted there. Love? Ridiculous.
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After leaving the police station, I headed toward Smith’s bar and knocked back a couple shots. A pretty woman with chestnut hair and hazel eyes poured drinks from behind the bar, a come hither smile on her pouty mouth. I spent all of five minutes appraising her voluptuous breasts, slim waist and curvy hips before Gwen slipped into my mind and erased any interest I may have had in the bartender. That didn’t mean anything. It sure as hell didn’t mean I was in love. At least, those were the words on loop in my head. Maybe if I repeated them enough I’d start believing it.

“Want another, honey?” The bartender leaned over the bar so her cleavage spilled forward. Just a few months ago, I would have had her in the bathroom moaning, but now I couldn’t find the interest.

Angry, I threw back the last of my bourbon and slammed the shot glass atop the counter. Standing, I produced a few bills and tossed them toward the bartender. Without a word, I turned and headed out. The alcohol hadn’t helped quiet my subconscious. My inner voice continued to analyze what Micah had said, all the while flashes of Gwen throughout the time I’d known her played through my head. I’d see her smiling at me, scowling, laughing, and watching me when she didn’t think I knew. The images caused an unrelenting pressure in my chest. Even the times when she was mad at me, her face all pinched and serious made me smile. There was a time when I first moved into her apartment where we ate pizza and watched Abbott and Costello. At the time I’d barely known her, but I couldn’t stop watching as she laughed at the movie. At one point she laughed so much that she snorted, which caused me to laugh. Her cheeks had flamed with her embarrassment and I remembered thinking how magnificent she was.

No, no I didn’t love her. Micah was right when he said I was fixing my mess. I’d made a mistake, and it was my job to clean it up. The Fates hadn’t contacted me yet, but I knew they couldn’t be happy with me. All the more reason to find a solution and fast, I thought. Having the NAWC on our backs was nothing compared to what the Fates could do. Given the choice, I’d battle the witches’ council a hundred times over.
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I WAS CHEWING a bite of my chicken club sandwich while Reece and Bree sat across from me and kept watching me. I didn’t know what they were expecting me to do, but it made me uncomfortable. My eyes roamed over the small restaurant, a place called Nibbles. They served soups and sandwiches. The interior was encased in wood: wood floors, log walls, wood beams spanning across the ceiling and shiny wooden tables. A spiral wooden staircase sat toward the back, towering up to a loft above us. There was a large rock fountain in the corner, the bubbling water lending a relaxing soundtrack to the otherwise loud restaurant. There were also flowers of every kind sitting in colorful pots in every available space.

“How long have you and Dorian known each other?” Reece asked, his smooth Southern voice falling from his lips like honey.

I brought my attention back to the spirit walkers. “I don’t know.” I tapped my temple. “Zapped memories and all.”

Bree and Reece nodded in unison. Bree lifted her iced tea to her lips and took a small drink before replacing it on the coaster above her plate.

“How long have you two known him?” I asked, popping a fry into my mouth.

“I’ve known him for about four years,” Bree said with a small smile.

“Since eighteen,” Reece told me. “I grew up with my grandma in Texas, in a haunted house no less, and Dorian showed up one night. I saw him standing on the sidewalk outside, and I knew who he was, what he was. I thought he was there to take my grandma’s soul.” Reece chuckled to himself as he remembered the night. “Turns out he was just there to take care of the ghost haunting our house. He recognized what I was and stuck around a couple days to give me a few pointers. Over the years we’ve crossed paths and eventually became friends, though friends isn’t really the right word, more like acquaintances.”

I nodded, popping another fry into my mouth. The glances Bree and Reece kept stealing toward each other put me on edge. Could they sense something was wrong with me? More importantly, was lunch at Nibbles my last meal before they extracted my soul? While Dorian didn’t think the spirit walkers would be able to figure out my soul was expired, I didn’t share his feelings on the matter. They extracted souls for a living; surely, they were professional enough to recognize an unnatural soul when it was staring them in the face, literally.

“Do you still live in Texas?” I asked Reece. He was good-looking, and I had a feeling he knew it. His eyes sparkled when he watched me. I was sure that sparkle had caused more than one woman to lose her panties. I, on the other hand, preferred my men a little…edgier. At least, I thought I did. I thought about Dorian, the absolute power of his dominance and a nice little shudder trembled my bones. Yeah, edgier was more my style.

“Yeah, I moved into my grandma’s house when she passed,” he responded. “I moved out when I was twenty-one but memaw’s is the only place that’s ever felt like home.” The corners of Reece’s mouth turned. He cleared his throat and continued. “Besides, she’s still there. That old woman would have a conniption fit if I sold the house.”

My sandwich was halfway to my mouth when my hands stilled. I blinked over at Reece, setting my food down. “Your grandma is still in the house, like she’s haunting it? I thought spirits had to move on after they died?” I asked, baffled. “I mean, isn’t that what spirit walkers do, they escort souls unwilling to move on to…wherever?” I’d come across a small passage about spirit walkers in the Magick encyclopedia earlier today. From what I understood, we were Death’s little helpers. A small frown creased my lips as I realized that I had slept with the boss.

Bree and Reece shared a look, but it was Bree that responded. “No, this plane has a lot of spirits. As long as they don’t cause problems, we allow them to stay. Our job is to deal with the ghosts that are either openly haunting someone or have become so aggressive that their presence is no longer tolerable in this dimension. That’s when we escort them to the realm of the dead.” She paused, tilting her head in thought. “You really don’t remember anything, do you?”

I shook my head and shrugged. “Nothing having to do with my personal life, no. I know other things, basic things.”

“And why do you suppose someone took your memories?” Reece asked. He watched me with an interest that unsettled me. Did he figure out that my soul was expired? More importantly, was Dorian enough of a threat to the spirit walkers to keep them from removing my soul?

I shrugged again in response to Reece’s question, all the while thinking about what the woman in the mirror had told me. Whoever she was, she knew what Dorian had done and that I was living on borrowed time. The more I thought about it, the more I realized that I needed to tell Dorian about what happened. We were all on edge with the threat of the NAWC, but what if this woman was the real threat.

“So how’s the cleanup coming along?” I asked, desperate to change the topic. I was almost positive that Bree and Reece had suspicions about me, and I needed to distract their attention away from me.

“It’s going,” Reece stated. “I’ve never seen anything like what’s happening here. Has Dorian or your friends found a reason behind it?”

Shit. He’s not going to let this go, I thought. “They assume it’s whoever took my memories,” I told them.

“There is some seriously unnatural magic at work here,” Bree added.

My stomach twisted. “What do you mean?”

Bree sat forward, resting her arms on the table. “Death is as natural as life,” she explained. “It’s hard for people to see that because one brings joy and the other sorrow. People rejoice with new life and crumble when their loved ones pass away.” She sent me a small smile. “Death is actually just as joyous as life though; it brings peace to the suffering. The living have a hard time understanding that though because they feel left behind when they lose someone.”

“Get to the point, Bree,” Reece said, popping an onion ring into his mouth. Bree gave him a sideways, acrid glare, but he kept his eyes on me, a hint of a smile on his mouth.

“Anyway,” Bree continued, “As you may know, it’s unnatural for people to still be up walking around and talking after they should be dead. Not to mention unsettling. Whatever magic is trapping their souls in their body is causing some serious damage to their auras.”

That caught me off guard and all of a sudden I felt like every pair of eyes in the restaurant were on me, accusing me. I was, after all, responsible for people not being able to move on.

“How so?” I asked. I eyed the remaining food on my plate and shoved it away from me. What food I had eaten was quickly souring in my stomach.

“Well,” Bree said in thought, “souls know when it’s their time to move on. The souls of the…let’s call them affected, feel the need to leave their hosts’ bodies but are unable to. It’s a terribly frustrating thing for them, to be prisoners.”

“Prisoners?” I murmured to myself. Bree made it sound so horrible and that only intensified my guilt. A thought wandered through my mind: did my soul feel like a prisoner and would I even know if it did?

“Aside from the souls not moving on,” Reece interjected, “other weird occurrences are popping up all over this town.”

I was too afraid to ask, but I didn’t have to because Reece continued talking without noticing my unease.

“The pixies are unable to keep any plant life alive, and the fairies and elven people have stated that performing nature magic is growing increasingly harder to accomplish. Actually, all magical creatures, witches included, have stated that their magic is unpredictable. We had one woman who ended up blowing up her house when she tried to magically light candles.” Reece paused, his green eyes thinning the slightest bit as he watched me. “She’s lucky to be alive.” He paused again, watching me as though waiting for a specific reaction. I kept my face impassive, and then worried that that made me look unsympathetic toward the woman. Allowing the tiniest bit of unease onto my face, I nodded toward Reece to continue. If he thought my reaction bizarre, it didn’t show on his face.

“There’s also that little imbalance of energy,” he finished. “If we don’t fix it, and soon…” He shook his head, allowing the silence to finish his line of thought. If we didn’t fix the imbalance soon things would only get worse. And it was all my fault, all the suffering, botched magic and imprisoned souls. Was I really willing to watch all these disasters occur just so I could live? The answer was simple: no, no I was not.
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“AREN’T YOU HUNGRY?” Fiona asked Gwen. She had ordered two large pizzas, but Gwen hadn’t touched any of it. She sat on the sofa next to me with her legs curled underneath her and held a throw pillow in her lap. Her eyes were distant and blinked at the sound of Fiona’s voice. Something had happened at lunch with Bree and Reece today, but she wasn’t talking to me, which meant I would have to talk to the spirit walkers.

“No, I had a big lunch,” Gwen replied with a weak smile.

I reached out and squeezed her thigh, but she wouldn’t look up at me. Her distant behavior was starting to scare me, an emotion I wasn’t used to. If she’d only tell me what was wrong, confide in me, I could fix whatever troubled her. If Reece, or even Bree, had offended her in any way I would personally drag them here and make them apologize. Something told me that that wasn’t the problem, though.

I dropped my hand and set my plate on the coffee table. “How’s the search for the ingredients coming?”

Fiona glanced at Ethan before looking over to me. “Harder than expected. We were able to procure two out of the ten items today. The spell needs to be recited on a full moon as well. If we don’t obtain all of the ingredients in the next four days, we’ll have to wait a whole month.” Fiona’s shoulders sagged in defeat while Ethan stared down at his pizza.

“Then do whatever the hell it takes to make sure that doesn’t happen,” I snapped. “It was your guys’ idea for the time travel spell, and now you’re telling us that you can’t do it?”

“That’s not what we’re saying,” Ethan said. “It’s just that we need some of the items from people and most are unwilling to help after finding out what type of spell we’re working.”

“Why?” I asked, my eyes flicking over to Gwen. She was staring at Fiona, listening.

“Because traveling through time comes with serious ramifications,” Ethan replied. “One wrong move and it could alter the future. Most don’t want to toy with something like that.”

I rubbed the back of my neck, annoyed and frustrated. “Isn’t that what I said when you two suggested this idea? You should have checked into getting the ingredients before getting our hopes up.”

“We’ll get them,” Fiona promised, a wrinkle forming between her eyes.

“Well it better be fast because Micah has already received a call from the NAWC,” I said and then shut up. I hadn’t meant to spit it out like that, especially not tonight after seeing the funk Gwen was in. Three heads snapped up as everyone stared at me in alarm.

“What do you mean?” Fiona asked.

“What did they want?” Gwen said.

“This can’t be good,” Ethan mused.

Exhaling, I leaned back against the couch and looked over at Gwen. My earlier uncertainties regarding my feelings toward her faded as our eyes connected. The pressure in my chest tightened at the worry reflecting within her gaze. I would make everything better, fix things, and erase that worry. I had to.

“They asked Micah to detain Gwen until they arrived,” I finally said, still watching Gwen. Her blue eyes widened somewhat before they fell to her lap.

“He’s not going to, is he?” Fiona questioned. “I mean, he wouldn’t. Would he?”

I shook my head. “No, he’s on our side. But what little time we had has decreased even more. I’m not sure when the NAWC will arrive, but I’m assuming it’ll be sooner rather than later.”

Fiona and Ethan shared a look and then nodded at each other. I arched a questioning brow in their direction. I still wasn’t sure whether to trust Ethan or not, but at this point I didn’t have much of an option. Besides, if he betrayed us I could easily remedy that by torturing him within an inch of his life.

“We’ll head out again tonight and try to get the other items,” Fiona said. She and Ethan stood up, and when they passed behind the sofa, Fiona squeezed Gwen’s shoulder in reassurance.

“Should I come with you?” I asked. “I have ways of making people rethink their decisions.”

Ethan snorted, a scornful look crossing his face. “Yeah, your unlawful ways are why we’re in this mess. I think Fiona and I can handle it.”

I stood, moving the few feet that separated us. “Can you?” I asked. “Are you two really willing to do whatever it takes to obtain the items for Gwen’s sake?” I paused a moment to let my question sink it. I wasn’t asking lightly, and they needed to understand the importance of the situation, that if they failed, Gwen was as good as dead.

“Look,” Ethan started, “I feel bad for Gwen’s situation but we’re not about to break any rules and put ourselves in danger.”

You gutless bastard, I thought. I’d known people like Ethan in my time, always walking the straight and narrow with their noses in the asses of their superiors. Their sense of right and wrong was always marred by their need to follow the rules set before them.

“I will,” Fiona cut in. Ethan balked, and she raised her chin just a notch. Looking over at her boyfriend, she said, “She’s my best friend. Not only has she put her life on the line for me, but if the roles were reversed, I know she’d do the same. I’ll do whatever I can to help her now.”

I smiled. “Maybe there’s hope for you yet.”

Fiona nodded in my direction and spun around to leave, Ethan shaking his head behind her as he followed.
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After Fiona and Ethan left I suggested to Gwen that we watch a movie. I wanted to take her mind off everything and just…be with her. I sat at one end of the couch while Gwen curled up beside me, her head resting on my chest. I had popped in Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein, knowing it was one of her favorite movies and hoping it would cause something to click inside her brain.

I caressed her shoulder, watching her profile as she watched the movie. Her lips bent upward at something on the television but quickly straightened into a flat line again. It bothered me that she hadn’t told me what was bothering her yet. She had to know she could trust me, confide in me. I’d proven myself repeatedly, but then, she couldn’t remember that.

Losing myself in my thoughts, I wondered if Fiona would succeed in finding all the ingredients and what it would mean if she didn’t. Last resort, I would seek Amara’s help. Being a Fate, she probably already knew what was going on. Maybe she knew the day she gave me Gwen’s name what would happen. Fates are tricky creatures, always having ulterior motives.

“Bela Lugosi,” Gwen whispered at the vampire on screen. Sitting up, she stared at the TV a little longer before she turned toward me. “Bela Lugosi,” she repeated, “that’s the actor that plays the vampire.”

My eyes flicked to the television and back to Gwen. “You remember him?”

She nodded, a slow smile appearing on her face. “I think he’s my favorite vampire, or was my favorite. I’m not sure, but I remember him.”

That caused me to smile if only because it was the most random thing she could’ve remembered. These little arbitrary moments she had were one of the things that drew me to her. Her mind was such a spontaneous place that I never knew what to expect from her. The fact that she could surprise me was refreshing.

Gwen was quiet for a long while, having gone back to staring at the screen. She tilted her head, eyes thinning as she thought about something.

“I was sixteen,” she murmured to herself, “and…upset about something. Fiona was there, we were in a large bedroom…with stone walls and a four-poster bed.” She curled her upper lip in and chewed on it. When she was sixteen her parents had kicked her out and sent her to live in Moon at the NAWC’s castle. It was where she met Fiona. Remaining quiet, I gave her space as she worked out the details.

“We watched this movie,” she finally said, turning to face me. She let out a short breathy laugh. “I remember.”

Hope swelled in my chest. “Is that all you remember?”

She thought for a few seconds and then her smile wavered. “Yeah, I’m still getting static when I try to remember other things.” Her body sagged. “But this is the most I’ve remembered since my memories have been taken. That’s something, right?”

“Yeah, it’s a good sign,” I assured her with a nod. A curtain of hair fell across her face as she rested her elbows on her knees, and she swiped it back, tucking it behind her ear. My God, she was beautiful. Her t-shirt hung off one shoulder, revealing ivory skin. I wanted to press kisses there, make a path up her throat.

Clearing the lusty thoughts, I said, “Did something happen at lunch today?”

She looked over at me, hesitating. “Reece and Bree told me about everything that’s happening in town. They said the souls unable to move on are prisoners in their bodies, that it’s torture.”

“That’s why they’re here,” I told her, “to move the spirits on.”

Gwen stood up, running both hands through her long hair. She stood with her back toward me. Stretching an arm along the back of the couch, I stared up at her. The voices from the television invaded the silence between us, the humor awkward against the tension.

When Gwen turned to face me, her arms were folded across her chest. “This is because of me, because of what you did. The people of Flora are paying for me living.”

“They won’t be paying for long, Gwen. Fiona and Ethan will get the ingredients for the spell, and we’ll change the past.”

Her eyes snapped to my face as her jaw set into a hard line. “Have you ever thought that maybe I’m not supposed to live? I died that day in my shop, Dorian. Travelling back in time won’t make a difference.”

“It will make a difference,” I growled, angry at even the thought of her death, “because I’ll be there to save you this time. That rogue won’t get a chance to even touch you.”

She laughed bitterly. “So your plan is to what, shadow me my entire life to keep me from dying? Damn the consequences, right?”

I stood up, seething. “If I have to, yes! Do you really fault me for wanting to keep you safe, keep you here?”

“You’re not keeping me safe, though. You’re going against your very own design, ignoring the rules because you can’t cope with the idea of losing me.” Gwen looked away, taking a moment to suck in a deep breath. “This is life, Dorian. People die every single day. Families lose loved ones. Every. Single. Day. What makes you so special?”

Pain and pressure gripped my chest. The very idea of Gwen not being here was gut-wrenching. As Death, I would be able to see her again in spirit form, but I would still be losing her.

“Given the power, don’t you think every other person who has lost someone would have done what I did? The only difference is that they can’t and I can.” I moved toward her, ignoring when she shied away from me. “Think of me as a selfish bastard if you want, but know that I did what I did because…” I choked, my mouth agape with the knowledge swirling through my head.

“Because?” Gwen drawled, scowling at me.

I shook my head, amazed at what I was about to say. “Because…I love you.” I released an uneven breath. “And saving you was worth any fucking consequence I had to face.”

The scowl marring Gwen’s face smoothed away as she looked up at me. Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. When she looked away from me, I could see a single tear slide down her cheek. Was she happy or sad? My thoughts and feelings were one big cluster fuck of confusion. I’d just told a woman I loved her. It had to be love. It was the only thing that explained why I did what I did, why losing her was so unacceptable. Somehow while spending time with her that nasty little emotion seeped into my system and infected me. I’d spent centuries pitying all the fools who succumbed to love only to become one.

“Say something.”

Her head lifted. “What do you expect me to say, that because you love me it makes what you did okay? Should I just ignore the fact that people are suffering because I’m alive?”

Frustration unlike anything I’d ever known burned me from the inside out. I wanted to grab her shoulders and shake her until she understood, but I knew rattling her wouldn’t dislodge the stubbornness in her brain.

“What do you expect me to do? Allow you to die, watch your spirit move on while I bury your body? Is that what you want?”

“No,” she admitted, “but it’s what I should want. It’s what’s right, and right decisions are never easy ones.” She laughed wryly. “The only reason I’m alive right now is because Death fell in love with me.”

I stepped forward, grabbing one of her hands. To my surprise, she didn’t pull away. Her eyes fell to our joined fingers. Deep down I knew she wanted to live, that all her anger tonight had been survivor’s guilt. I hated myself for causing it, but I also couldn’t regret my actions because it allowed Gwen to be standing in front of me right now. And given the chance, I would do it again.


[image: ]

SOMEONE WAS KNOCKING on my door, impatiently. I shot up in bed, my eyes darting to the alarm clock—2:47 a.m. Realization that it may be the NAWC zapped the last traces of sleepiness fogging my head.

“Stay here,” Dorian said, getting out of bed. His voice caused me to jump, having not realized he was awake. Then again, the banging on the door was loud enough to wake up the hardest sleepers. The entire apartment complex was probably awake.

Dorian slipped out of the room, and I got to work at finding whatever clothes were littering the floor. If it was the NAWC at the door, I sure as hell didn’t want to be arrested while wearing pajama boxers and a tank top, braless, no less. I stubbed my toe on the foot of my bed and let out a string of curses, hopping up and down on one foot while cradling my abused toe.

I slipped off my boxers and worked a pair of jeans onto my legs, all the while trying to listen for a fight breaking out in the kitchen. What I heard stopped my attempt at getting dressed.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Dorian said. I recognized his tone as one he uses with people he doesn’t particularly care for. I didn’t think he’d address the NAWC that way so I walked with caution toward my door and peeked my head out. A woman with long blonde hair and a curvy body sauntered up to Dorian and trailed a finger down his chest. I instantly hated her.

“Aw, you didn’t miss me?” She cooed, her cherry red lips forming a pout.

I stepped out of my room and headed down the hall, my arms folded across my chest to keep my fisted hands hidden. If this was one of Dorian’s ex-girlfriends I was going to first kick the bimbo out, and then kick Dorian in his lying balls. How did she even know where I lived unless he told her.

“Who the hell is this?” I sneered. Dorian had this faraway dopey look on his face and the blonde’s hand was still resting against his chest. The sudden rush of jealously made me sympathetic of the Hulk and his condition, because if she didn’t get her hands off him, a bitchy monster was about to surface.

“I’m really feeling the love,” the woman said. Her hand slid down Dorian’s chest, only falling away after reaching the end of his stomach. “I’ll have to tell your vampire that I deserve a raise for having to work in such a hostile environment.”

Dorian cleared his throat, blinking out of whatever spell he’d been under. The shift of his eyelashes told me he was looking over at me. I glared at him before aiming it toward the woman.

“What the hell are you talking about?” I asked, and then, because the woman wasn’t responding quickly enough, looked at Dorian said, “What the hell is she talking about? Who is she?”

“Lauren Hayes,” Dorian answered, taking a couple steps toward me. I was still ticked that he had allowed her to touch him. What else would he have allowed her to do if I wasn’t here? Whoa, jealous much?

Lauren spun around, her layered hair swinging around her face. “What’s going on here?”

“That’s what I’ve been asking,” I said in exasperation, throwing my hands out in a what-the-hell gesture.

“Gwen doesn’t remember you; she’s lost her memories,” Dorian supplied. “What are you doing here, Lauren?”

Lauren arched a thin eyebrow, her blue eyes studying my face. “What do you mean, she lost her memories? Why wasn’t Aiden notified?”

Dorian snorted and folded his arms across his chest. “Why the hell would we notify the vampire?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Lauren said, her voice all sass and attitude, “maybe because they’re bonded, and Gwen is under his protection.”

“What?” I asked in confusion. “I’m under the protection of Aiden, my ex-boyfriend?” I stressed the word ex so she’d understand the absurdity of her words. Worry coursed through my brain for a split second as I wondered if Aiden was some kind of possessive stalker. Even so, what did Lauren have to do with it? In her skin tight jeans, purple bustier, and fuck-me-heels, she looked like she belonged on a street corner, not standing in my kitchen.

“Was under his protection,” Dorian said between clenched teeth. “He’s not a part of her life anymore. If you haven’t noticed, he fled and Gwen has me.”

“They’re bonded,” Lauren stated again, “which makes him still very much part of her life. Plus,” she moved across the room and opened the fridge, “once a vampire’s, always a vampire’s. If you thought him leaving meant he was giving up, you thought wrong. That man is crazy about her.” She tipped her chin in my direction, and then bent down and grabbed a bottle of water.

“Then why are you here and not Aiden?” I asked. “What role do you play in my twisted love triangle?” Dorian frowned at my phrasing, but I ignored him.

Leaning against the counter, Lauren unscrewed the cap on the bottle and took a drink before answering me. A choker made of gold hugged her throat, a teardrop shaped ruby dangling from the center, pointing down to her cleavage like an arrow. Like she needed to direct people to those puppies; they were barely covered as it were.

“It’s not safe for him to be around you,” Lauren said. “After you two left me in New Orleans—” she paused to give each of us a pointed look. “—I contacted Aiden, and I was told to keep an eye on you until notified otherwise.” Lauren shrugged. “So here I am.”

Out of the corner of my eye I could see Dorian shaking his head, his sinewy biceps folded across his chest. Add Aiden to the list of people he didn’t like, I thought. I had to wonder if Dorian liked anyone other than me. That thought only produced more confusion, so I focused on the present topic.

“Why isn’t it safe?” I asked.

Lauren’s eyes widened and then rolled. “Because the VC is interested in making you their plaything, and your bond with Aiden could be used to accomplish that.” She let out a huff of annoyed air. “This memory loss thing is already annoying.”

“You don’t have to be a bitch,” I snapped.

“I don’t have to…” she quipped, the silent but hanging in the air between us.

“You can go home and tell Aiden that I have bigger problems to deal with. The VC doesn’t even register on the scale I’m talking about.”

Lauren shrugged her bony shoulders. “No can do. I’m stationed here until he tells me otherwise. Vampires take the protection of their possessions very seriously.”

“She’s not his property,” Dorian snarled.

“I’m not one of his possessions,” I said at the same time. Dorian and I looked at each other, and a grin appeared on his mouth.

“That’s adorable,” Lauren said in a bored tone. Dorian and I broke eye contact and stared back at the blonde. “It sounds like you’ve found yourself in some shit again,” she continued. “Looks like having an extra pair of eyes on your back wouldn’t hurt.” Her eyes roamed around my apartment. “But we’re not staying here; there’s not enough room.”

I took in my apartment, a little offended by her dislike of it. “Enough room for what?”

“For me to stay,” Lauren replied. “You only have two bedrooms, and I noticed that your friend is back in town. I sure as hell am not sleeping on the couch. Aiden said he gave you a manila envelope before he left you in New Orleans.” She looked at me expectantly.

I shrugged, not remembering even being in New Orleans or Aiden for that matter. Then I recalled seeing a medium-sized manila envelope next to the Encyclopedia of Magick earlier today while going through my dresser.

“Hold on,” I said as I headed toward my bedroom. Going to my dresser, I pulled open the bottom drawer and smiled at the envelope. I heard footsteps behind me, but I didn’t turn around. Opening the flap, I tipped the envelope upside down and held my hand beneath it. A slip of paper and a set of keys fell into my palm.

My Gwen,

It pains me to leave you, but I know if I were to stay, Aaron would use our bond to experiment with the hybrid theory. You are safest without me for now. In my absence, Lauren will stay behind to watch over you. Please don’t argue this. It gives me peace of mind to know you’re safe. I’ve given you a set of keys to my house. Use them. My home is more secure than your apartment. Stay safe, my Gwen. Our story is not complete.

- Aiden

I could feel Dorian’s presence just behind me, reading over my shoulder. My eyes stayed on the elegant scroll of Aiden’s handwriting rather than looking up to see his reaction. I didn’t need to look at Dorian to feel the anger rolling off him, and I knew it had to do with the last line in the note. Our story is not complete. Given the fact Dorian had told me he loved me last night, this new development was more than awkward. Last night I’d stared into the darkness, thinking about how vulnerable his face had been when he uttered those three little words. I was sure it was the first time he’d ever spoken them to me. What a waste, I had thought. Why hadn’t he told me when I could remember him, when he was more than a stranger to me. That hadn’t stopped you from sleeping with him. That thought crossed my mind more than once while I lay in bed. The only excuse I could create was that while I didn’t remember Dorian, I still felt an undeniable pull toward him. Somewhere deeply rooted in my subconscious I believed I remembered him. It was evident in the calm I felt whenever he was around, the unquestionable trust I put in him.

“He said he tried contacting you through dreams,” Lauren said behind me. I half turned to look at her, still avoiding Dorian’s face. I’d had a dream of a man the first night after losing my memories.

“But he said you’re blocked, almost like you were unaware of him and the bond,” Lauren finished with a smile. “I guess we know why now; you lost your memories. That was one of the reasons why he sent me back here, to figure out what happened to you. He’s not going to be happy.”

“You’re not going to tell him,” Dorian said tersely. “It’s none of his business.”

Lauren scoffed, shaking her head. “We’ve been over this, reaper.”

“Yeah, we have,” Dorian replied with ice in his voice. “That’s why it amazes me that it still hasn’t sunk in yet. All that blonde dye must have fucked with what little brain cells you have left.”

Lauren’s jaw dropped open, her eyes thinning to slits. “I’m a natural blonde, you asshole.”

As she spoke I caught sight of two ivory daggers protruding from her gums, fully visible when her upper lip peeled up in a snarl. I took a step back, seeing the bombshell in a new light. She looked ready to shred Dorian with those sharp teeth and the glint in her eyes told me she’d enjoy every second of it.

“You’re a vampire,” I breathed, surprised and a little embarrassed I hadn’t figured it out sooner. Of course Aiden would hire a vampire as a bodyguard.

“Well tell your boss that we’ve got it handled,” Dorian snapped. “Besides, it’s not like he’s here, is it? The coward is safely hiding while pretending to care about Gwen’s safety. If he actually gave a fuck, he’d be here.”

Lauren’s only response was a thin-lipped smile. I don’t know why, but that smile made me nervous. Very, very nervous.
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AFTER A VERY long debate, Lauren, Dorian and I stood outside of Aiden’s house, though calling it a house wasn’t exactly the right term. It’s a three-story, Spanish influenced, mansion. The exterior is a creamy stucco and features three balconies and lots of wrought iron detailing. I stared up at it in awe, surprised that just one person lived there.

“Are you sure he’s okay with us staying here?” I asked Lauren as we made our way up the stone walkway. The front door is two giant pieces of carved wood, arched and intimidating.

“He wouldn’t have given you a spare set of keys if he wasn’t okay with it,” Lauren replied, taking the keys out of my hand and unlocking the door. Looking over her shoulder, she said, “Aiden would give you anything you wanted.”

I risked a glance up at Dorian, looking away quickly when I saw the hard set of his jaw. This was beyond weird, but I figured if the NAWC was coming for me, my apartment would be the first place they would look. Besides, having five people in my tiny apartment would only make it feel tinier.

Once we stepped inside, Lauren slid her hand along the wall until she found a switch. At the click, the foyer illuminated in a soft glow of light. My eyes drew up to the source to find a hanging chandelier with scroll detailing. The foyer floor was tiled in various shades of burnt oranges, reds and yellows, and spanned into the room to the left. On the right, hardwood took over in the living room. Moving into the doorway, I scanned the area in surprise. The walls were a warm creamy mocha. A large fireplace sat against the far wall, big enough to walk into. Built in bookcases lined another wall, all filled with various books and artifacts.

“This place is beautiful,” I heard myself saying. “Nothing like I suspected a vampire’s home to look like.”

Lauren stepped up beside me, her eyes tracing over the spacious living room. “What, you expected dark and Gothic?”

I looked over and met her eyes. “Actually, yes.”

She held my gaze for a few long seconds, making me uncomfortable. “It’s so weird you don’t remember anything. To what end is this memory loss?”

“The only things I don’t remember are things relating to my personal life.”

The thump of bags and suitcases being lowered onto the tile floor brought Lauren and my attention around. Behind us, Dorian set our luggage near the wall. The scowl on his face hadn’t moved a muscle since we left my apartment.

“Someone should probably call Fiona to let her know where we are,” I said

“Oh!” Lauren squealed. “I almost forgot.” Without another word, she disappeared through the front door, blurring like an apparition. I stared wide-eyed at seeing her move at warp speed, unsure if it happened or if my eyes were playing tricks on me. Seconds later, she appeared in the foyer again, a bundle of black cradled in her arms. A little head peaked up and large green eyes met mine.

“You have a cat?” I asked.

Lauren walked toward me, shaking her head. “No, you have a cat. You guys left her in New Orleans.” She thrust the animal into my arms. To my surprise, the cat didn’t struggle or try to claw its way away from me.

“Crap,” Dorian said, “After everything happened, I forgot all about Snowball. We were supposed to pick her up the day after your memories were stolen.”

I looked down at the pitch black cat and then up at Dorian. “Snowball?”

The corner of his scowl twitched in the beginnings of a smile. “Her name is actually Aura, but after her spirit left, you felt like you should name her something else. You thought Snowball would be funny because normally that’s a name reserved for animals with white fur.”

I understood about half of what he said. “What do you mean, her spirit left?” I looked back down at the cat, running my fingers through her long fur. She purred against my hand, climbing up to rest her forepaws against my shoulder.

“Do you remember the stereotype about witches and cats?” Dorian asked, and I nodded. “Well, it’s partly true. Aura was your familiar, a tool used to help you connect with the dead. You would draw energy from her. After you learned you didn’t need her to connect with spirits, you accidently lifted her soul from her body. Now she’s just a regular cat.”

“So, let me see if I’m getting this right,” I said. “This cat was possessed by a spirit that I used to help interact with the dead, and then I…removed its soul from its body? How is that even possible?”

Dorian shrugged. “You’re a spirit walker; it’s actually very simple for you. At least, with souls that do not belong. The spirit that resided in the cat did not belong in the cat, so you were able to remove it.”

I nodded, still trying to wrap my head around the fact that I had literally plucked a soul from a body, even if that body was a cute furry cat. Was it really that easy to do, just reach in and remove a soul from a body? A foreboding tremor snaked its way through me. If the spirit walkers figured out that my soul didn’t belong would they yank it from my body?

“He wants to talk to you.”

I spun around to see Lauren holding out a cellphone toward me. “He who?”

“Aiden,” she replied as though I should have known that.

Taking the phone from her hand, I pressed it to my ear and sucked in a deep breath. “Hello?” In between the time it took for him to reply, I found myself wondering if his voice would be the same as the dream version of him.

“My Gwen.” A smooth baritone flowed over the phone, reminding me of the man I shared a very sensual dream with. His voice was exactly as I remembered it.

“Lauren informs me that someone has stolen your memories. Have you figured out who and why?”

“I—” I paused, uncertain if I should give him the details. Realizing that it would be awkward to stay in his house without explaining, I continued, “A witch, hired by someone else. She hasn’t told us the name of her employer. Well, not his or her real name anyway. She told us the name was Hecate, but Dorian thinks that’s an alias. Micah has her locked up at the police station. Your house is beautiful. It was so nice of you to let us stay here.” I snapped my mouth shut when I realized I was rambling. It was beyond bizarre to be talking to yet another man I’d been intimate with and not remember him. Not just that, but staying in a house I was sure I had probably been in before but couldn’t remember. As my eyes scanned around the space, I wondered where I had stood or sat in the past. Did I have a favorite spot? Had Aiden and I curled up on the sofa together?

“This witch,” Aiden said, ignoring my awkwardness, “what reasons did she give you for taking your memories?”

I stared down at my feet, allowing a curtain of hair to shield me from Dorian’s eyes. I could feel him staring holes into the side of my face, and I knew he was listening to every syllable that left my lips.

“All she told me was that I wasn’t right,” I told him, pausing.

“Is this because of what Dorian did?”

I looked up at the man in question. Since I couldn’t remember anything I wasn’t sure if what Dorian had done was public knowledge. Fiona hadn’t known.

“How do you know what Dorian did?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

“When they brought you into the hospital,” Aiden started, pausing to exhale as though what he was about to say was tough. “You were nearly dead, Gwen. As I waited for you to wake, I wondered how it was that you were still alive. The more I thought about it, I realized that Dorian must have stopped your soul from moving on.”

I chewed on my upper lip, trying to decide how much I should confirm or deny. Aiden and I may have dated, but I couldn’t remember him or if he was trustworthy. The less people that knew about what Dorian had done, the better.

“You really think he’d do that?” I asked, feigning shock.

“Yes, I do,” Aiden replied, his voice soft. “Because I would have done the same thing. This is also why the NAWC is interested in you, yes?”

This time I didn’t need to pretend shock. “How do you know that?”

“You are very important to me, my Gwen. Just because I left Flora does not mean I have not been looking out for you.”

“You’ve been watching me?” I asked, looking over my shoulder as though I’d see someone with binoculars through the window.

“Not personally,” Aiden replied with a laugh, “but I have had my children looking out for you.” From what I could remember about vampires, I didn’t think he meant biological children. He had vampires watching me.

“Please keep Lauren up to date on everything that’s happening,” Aiden continued. “She’s one of the best bodyguards around and will keep you safe.”

I peeked up at Lauren. She stood with her hands on her hips and was talking to Dorian. “She looks like the vampire version of Barbie,” I told Aiden.

His laughter filled the phone. “Perhaps you haven’t lost all of yourself; that’s what you called her before.”

I smiled. “Really?”

“Don’t let her looks fool you; she can decapitate a man in less than three minutes.”

My amusement faded. “I don’t think it’ll come to that.” At least I hoped it wouldn’t. Things were already out of whack because of me. I didn’t want people to die unnecessarily. I feared the NAWC showing up, but I also understood that they were doing their jobs. What Dorian had done was wrong and unnatural and needed to be fixed. Unfortunately, the NAWC’s idea of fixing the problem was ending my life.

“Stay safe,” Aiden said. “I will see you soon.”

Before I could ask him what he meant by that, the call ended. Spinning around, a chill raced along my skin and caused my shoulders to shake. The scent of rotten fruit invaded my nostrils, causing me to scrunch up my face.

“Do you guys smell that?” I had just got the question out when I spotted a translucent figure by the fireplace. Its form was made up of gray mist, but I could make out the legs, arms, and head. My eyes dropped to its feet to see that it wasn’t so much standing in the room as it was floating.

“Dorian,” I whispered, pointing to the figure. “Is that a…a ghost?”

He made his way over to stand beside me, but I couldn’t tear my gaze away from the figure. Slowly, the mist began to shift and gain color. I could now make how that it was a man wearing jeans and a T-shirt that read Volvo across the front.

“That’s Eddie,” Dorian said nonchalantly. “Where the hell have you been?” he asked the ghost. “It’s been days since I sent you on assignment.”

I finally looked away from Eddie to stare up at Dorian. “What kind of an assignment can a ghost do?”

“They’re great spies,” he replied with a grin.

“I’ve been keeping an eye on the woman,” Eddie said, his voice slow and smooth. As he floated closer, the remainder of foggy gray gained color and definition. He wore bell-bottom jeans, had shaggy brown hair tied back in a low ponytail and a bit of scruff along his jaw.

“I watched her to see if she contacted anyone and vice versa,” Eddie continued.

“And?” Dorian questioned.

Eddie shook his head slowly. “Other than mumbling in her sleep, she didn’t have any visitors other than the police officers. They’re handing her over to the NAWC the day after tomorrow.”

My head snapped up in Dorian’s direction. “They’ll be here in a day?

Ignoring me, Dorian asked Eddie, “Do you know what the NAWC plans to do with her?”

Eddie’s shoulders bobbed in a slow shrug. “They didn’t say.”

“What woman?” Lauren asked as she walked up to the three of us. Aura curled her body around my legs, rubbing her head against my shin. It may have been silly, but I even felt horrible for not remembering her. She seemed to have missed me. Bending down, I scooped her into my arms and petted her absentmindedly.

“The woman that took Gwen’s memories,” Dorian answered.

“Why don’t we pay her a little visit and torture her until she restores them?” Lauren asked. I was just about to say something about how normal people don’t talk about torturing people that calmly, when Dorian spoke up.

“I already tried,” he said. “She’s not talking.”

“You what?” I asked, the pitch in my voice scaring my cat. She wiggled out of my arms and scurried down the hall.

Dorian looked down at me, his face impassive and unapologetic. “This woman stole your memories, Gwen. I’m not the bad guy here.”

I supposed he was right, but that didn’t make it any less creepy that these two could talk about tormenting someone with such nonchalance. Then I remembered that Dorian had told me that Ms. Willow gave him the name Hecate, yet he didn’t tell Lauren that. Something on my face must have clued him in to my internal question because he shook his head at me, just a slight movement of his chin that told me not to say anything.

“I bet I could make her talk.” A slow smile crawled onto Lauren’s face.

“If the NAWC is coming for her, you should steer clear,” Dorian advised. “I doubt they even know about you, Lauren. We’ll use that to our advantage should they show up on Aiden’s doorstep.”

Yawning, I leaned against the doorjamb and tried to keep my eyes open. It was almost four in the morning, and I’d only gotten an hour and half of sleep before Lauren showed up.

“Why don’t you get some sleep,” Dorian said. He stepped toward me and rubbed his hands up and down my arms. I itched to remove his sunglasses and stare into his raincloud eyes, see the storm brewing behind his sockets.

“What are you and Lauren going to do?” I asked, sliding a sidelong glance toward the vampire. After seeing how she pawed at Dorian at my apartment I didn’t feel comfortable leaving the two of them alone. Then again, if I couldn’t trust Dorian to be alone with a pretty woman without touching her, then there was no point in us even being together.

“I’ll be up in a little bit,” Dorian said. “I’m going to acquaint myself with the security system and layout of the house.” He leaned forward, resting an arm against the trim above my head, and pressed his mouth to mine. “Lauren’s a vampire; they don’t sleep at night. She’ll probably hang around here until the sun comes up.” A slow smile spread across his mouth.

“What’s so funny?”

“You were jealous,” he said. “When you saw her touching me earlier.”

My eyes dropped to his chest. “I didn’t like it,” I admitted.

Dorian tipped my chin up so I’d meet his eyes. “You have nothing to worry about, cupcake. My head is so full of you that there’s no room for anyone else.”

“Just make sure she knows that,” I said, nodding toward Lauren, who I was sure was listening to every word we said.

“I like this side of you.” Dorian stepped closer so that I had to look up and our fronts pressed together. He skimmed his fingers through the layers of my hair. “I love knowing you want me all for yourself. Give me about twenty minutes to check things out, and you can have me.”

I grinned, already anticipating being with Dorian again. “Don’t keep me waiting.” Slipping out from under his arm, I made my way to the staircase leading upstairs. Looking over my shoulder, I smiled when I found Dorian watching me. Those carnivorous butterflies stirred with a vengeance.
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“WHEN ARE YOU going to tell her the truth?” Lauren asked as I walked around making sure all the doors and windows were locked, not that locks would stop any magical beings, but it made me feel better.

“What are you talking about?”

“You and I both know there is no fixing this,” Lauren said, her voice as sharp as the blade sheathed at her hip. “You know better than anyone that when it’s someone’s time, nothing can interfere with that. Fate is absolute.”

I stopped what I was doing and turned to face her. “Do you really think you know more about death than I do?”

“Then tell me I’m wrong,” Lauren replied, crossing her arms. “Tell me you’ve met another person who’s wormed their way out of their expiration date and is still living today.”

I thought for a moment. There had been supernaturals that cheated death, but Fate swung back around and plucked them off. None were still living today. This reminded me that I needed to talk to Amara. As a Fate, she would know what to do. I’d been counting on Fiona and Ethan’s spell that I’d forgotten about talking to the Fate.

“You can’t, can you?” Lauren asked. “Aiden and I have an idea.”

I shook my head, anger growing at just the mention of Gwen’s ex. “We don’t need your help.” Continuing my survey of the home, I headed down a wide hall. Sconces resembling flickering candlesticks hung against the wall every four feet, and there were three doors on the left and four on the right. Despite my feelings toward Aiden, his home was nicer than I expected. It irked me how Gwen’s eye lit up when she saw it. I’d buy her ten mansions just to see her light up like that.

Lauren’s heels clicked on the tile floor behind me. “I thought you’d do anything to save her. You care for her, don’t you?”

I stopped walking and spun around to face the nosey vampire. “My feelings for her are the reason why I’m not going to take his advice. If you haven’t forgotten, he betrayed her. Ian Despereaux tormented Gwen, and Aiden was on his side the entire time. He doesn’t love her. She’s just another one of his playthings, looked at as a piece of property. As far as I’m concerned, if Aiden comes anywhere near her and I’ll shred his soul.”

Lauren’s lips thinned, her jaw setting into a hard line. “Even if he can save her?”

“How would he do that?” I snorted “Vampire blood won’t heal this.”

One of Lauren’s thin eyebrows arched. She moved toward me slowly. “Actually, it will.”
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Gwen was asleep when I found her moments after my conversation with Lauren. She lay on her side, her arms holding onto the thick comforter. Her lips were parted as she breathed in and out evenly. Long dark strands of hair fell against her face and shoulders. Kneeling beside the bed, I bowed my head and squeezed my eyes shut. For the first time in my existence, I had no answers, no clue what to do. I’d always separated myself from the humans, but when it came down to it, I fell at the hands of a very human vice—greed. And, like all vices, mine had caused nothing but trouble. I had a feeling that Fate was gearing up to claim her anyway, making what I’d done pointless. If Ethan and Fiona’s spell didn’t work, it wouldn’t be long before the NAWC took care of the problem.

Lifting my head, I stared up at the ceiling before dropping my gaze to Gwen. What if I couldn’t save her? What if the only way I would ever be able to see her would be to visit her spirit in the realm of the dead? I supposed it was better than nothing, but I couldn’t hang out in the realm of the dead every day.

“You and Aiden think she can turn hybrid?” My earlier conversation with Lauren played through my head. Just like everything else in the world, there were rules restricting any supernatural from turning vampire. It was unnatural for someone to have that much power, but there were myths that spirit walkers could accept the virus. Because vampires derived from the Devil himself and spirit walkers are able to connect with demons, people believed that link allowed them to change.

Ian Despereaux planned to try just that with Gwen. He wanted to infect her with the vampire virus and use her as a weapon to take out his maker, Pernis La’Rue. Aaron La’Rue also believed in the hybrid theory and had taken an interest in Gwen. If he had a hybrid, especially a spirit walker hybrid, Aaron would be the sole controller of that power. He’d use Gwen as a tool—a weapon, just like Ian planned to. And since Aaron was Aiden’s sire, I didn’t trust Lauren’s idea that by turning Gwen’s body vampire, it would save her. Through the weird, controlling ties that bind vampires, Aaron would be able to control Gwen through Aiden’s link to him. I couldn’t let that happen.

“She would still be dead,” Lauren had explained. “If she accepts the vampire virus, it would preserve her body. As I understand it, spirits can step in and out of bodies, right?”

I nodded while my gut twisted in knots. This was the reason why Lauren was here, why Aiden still pretended like he cared about Gwen. Turning Gwen hybrid was their plan all along.

“And if her body doesn’t?” I asked.

“It will,” Lauren stated, and I could tell she really believed it. “She has that something extra, I can tell.”

“I’m not even going to ask what that means,” I told her, growing tired of this conversation. “Both of you are so ready to test the hybrid theory that you’re not thinking about what it will mean if it doesn’t work.”

“It’s a risk worth taking,” Lauren said, crossing her arms.

“It’s a risk she’ll be taking. If the shoe was on the other foot, I doubt either of you would do the same.” I raised my voice and tried to ignore the icy tendrils of power coursing through my veins. I wanted to reach into Lauren’s chest and rip away her soul, make her feel the fear that consumed me.

“I have,” Lauren said, stepping closer to me. “I know the risks because I feared them when a vampire sunk his fangs into my throat and drained me dry.” She moved even closer so that she had to tip her head up to look at me. I could feel her breath fan across my face when she spoke next. “And I felt the fear of losing my life when he slit his wrist and made me drink his infected blood, all because he believed I could accept the virus.”

My lips parted with my shock. “You’re a hybrid”

She nodded and trailed a long red fingernail down my chest, still peering up at my face. Gripping her hand, I lowered her arm and took a step back.

“I know you’ve felt my influence,” she said closing the space I’d put between us. “I’ve felt the desire rolling off you because of it.” Her tongue rolled across her lips. “If I chose to, I could make you do whatever I wanted.” As if to prove her point, she reached up and curled her hand around the base of my neck. Warmth unlike anything I’d ever felt seeped into me and awakened an unrelenting desire. I wanted her, wanted to rip her clothes off and fuck her against the wall until the hunger was satisfied.

Whispering, Lauren said, “If I wanted, I could have you on your knees begging me.” Her eyes dropped to my lips. “I could make you fuck me right now, even though I know you really don’t want to.” Her gaze snapped back up to my eyes. “And while your body would love it, inside you would be hating yourself for betraying Gwen. You would know it was wrong, that you shouldn’t be between my legs, but that wouldn’t stop you from wanting to be there.”

Lauren took a couple steps back, releasing me. “Believe me now?”

I sucked in a ragged breath, fury racing to extinguish the heat she’d produced. “Don’t ever fucking do that again.”

“I had to prove to you that I am what I say I am,” Lauren explained. “You know vampires cannot influence other supernatural beings. What you were feeling was my succubus side.” She smiled wryly. “No one is immune to that sort of glamour, not even you, Death.”

My eyes fell past Lauren to the opening of the hallway, sure I would find Gwen staring at me with hurt in her eyes. If Lauren wanted to, she could have had me screw her. I’d wanted to, badly. My dick was still hard from the want she’d bestowed in me. Luckily, Gwen did not witness that little show of power.

“Who made you?” I asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” Lauren replied, her eyes glinting in the low light. “He’s dead now.”

As I tried to calm my body, I sorted through all the thoughts running through my head. Succubae and Incubi were demons that appeared in dreams and fed off sexual energy. Was Lauren able to accept the vampire virus because of the demonic genes in her body?

“So you think that because you could turn hybrid, Gwen can too?”

“She has a better chance than anyone else, and it’s worth trying.”

“For whose benefit?”

A wrinkle formed between Lauren’s eyes. “Gwen’s. Who else’s?”

I took a step forward and pointed my finger at her. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. Aiden is still under Aaron’s rule, and we both know Aaron wants a hybrid of his own. So, I’ll ask again; who will benefit from Gwen turning hybrid?”

“No one,” Lauren answered. “Aiden and I are only trying to help save Gwen. Regardless of what you think, he really does love her. Aaron will not have control over her.”

I tried to gauge whether she was telling the truth or not. She wasn’t showing any signs of lying, but with vampires it’s difficult to tell. I could torture her in hopes she’d reveal her secrets, but I didn’t want to wake or worry Gwen with her screaming.

“Aaron is Aiden’s sire; he controls him. If Aiden were to sire Gwen, Aaron would then control Gwen.”

Lauren shook her head. “Aiden plans to ask for his release.”

“It’s been over six-hundred years,” I said, “why now?”

Lauren gave me an exasperated look. “So Aaron won’t have control over Gwen should she decide to become hybrid.” She didn’t need to say ‘duh’, her tone implied it.

“Or, so Aiden won’t have to share Gwen with the vampire council.”

“Look, Aiden is risking his life by asking for release from Aaron,” Lauren bit out. “Should Aaron deny him, he’s prepared to fight for his freedom. All for Gwen’s safety. At least put your hatred for Aiden aside and think about it. It may just be her only chance at surviving.”

Without another word, she headed back down the hallway and disappeared around the corner. I leaned against the wall and cursed. As much as I hated it, Lauren may be right.
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I PUSHED THROUGH a curtain of ivy. Birds chirped overhead while sunlight sliced through the tree branches and cast intricate patterns against the forest floor. Bright purple, pink, and yellow flowers grew in clusters, some nearly as tall as me. Tiny little sparks of light flitted around the plants, leaving trails of light in their wake. Moving toward one, I bent at the waist and inspected the glittering bug. Only, it wasn’t a bug. The little creature had the body of a human, its features delicate. Its eyes were wide, too big for its tiny body and the greenest green I’d ever seen. It flew up and hovered near my nose, causing me to go cross-eyed for a moment. Its iridescent wings flapped, sending showers of purple and yellow dust into the wind. I stared in awe and reached a finger out to touch it.

“I wouldn’t do that,” a voice said behind me.

Spinning around, I found the woman from the mirror standing in the middle of the clearing. Her long dark hair rested against the front of her shoulders, and she was clothed in a long white gauzy dress.

“Why?”

“Pixies,” she said, taking a couple steps closer, “prefer to be admired from afar. If they dust you, you’ll be itching for days.”

I turned at the waist to look down at the fluttering little bug. Two more had joined it, zooming around the flower like hummingbirds.

“Have you thought about what we talked about?” The woman asked.

Spinning around to face her, I said, “There wasn’t much to think about. You want me to surrender my life, and I want to live.”

She nodded, her lips in a thin smile. “As most do, but immortality is not within any human’s reach. Everything fades eventually. Are the leaves not beautiful upon their death?”

I scrunched up my face. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

The woman stepped closer. “It means there is a certain grace in death. Autumn is a time of dying, yet so many relish in its beauty. It is not to be feared.”

“Do you not fear dying?” I asked, hugging my arms to my chest. No matter how beautiful this place was, all the talk of death caused a foreboding chill to climb up my body. I wondered why this woman didn’t kill me herself if she wished me dead.

“Fear it?” she questioned, her voice holding a hint of surprise. “Some days I wish for it.”

My eyes widened. “Why?” Was this woman suicidal? As horrible as it sounded, I almost wished she was; at least then it would explain her odd obsession with death.

She smiled wider as though entertained with my disbelief. “I have existed for many lifetimes, always watching the world and people change, yet not changing myself. It grows tiresome.”

“You said immortality is not real.”

She tilted her head to the side, her eyes watching me with amusement. “I said immortality is not within any human’s reach.” She watched me for a few long seconds, waiting for me to understand what she was saying.

“But, I’m not human,” I said. “They tell me I’m some sort of witch.”

That made the woman chuckle. “Being magical does not mean you are not human, Gwen. All supernatural beings are still considered human. They’re just a different species of human.”

I understood why witches and vampires would be considered human, but what about all the others?

“So, werewolves, fairies and elves are still human?”

Amusement filled the woman’s eyes. “Yes, just a different species of human. The humans now believe they have evolved over the years, but it is the fairies, elves, werewolves, and witches that have evolved. Since regular humans outnumber the evolved, the supernatural beings hid their magic from the world.”

“Until the Great Revelation in the eighties,” I said, remembering the mini history lesson Micah gave me.

The woman nodded in approval. “Yes, until the Great Revelation.”

“So, what does that make you?” I asked. “You speak as though you’re immortal.”

“We have gotten off topic,” she said, ignoring my question. “The point of this visit is not to discuss me, but rather your predicament. Death will come to you whether you embrace it or not, Gwen. I wish for you to die peacefully.”

My stomach twisted in knots. “My friends are working on a solution. It’ll work.” Even as I said the words, I could hear the doubt in my voice.

The woman’s face relaxed as her she looked at me, but didn’t see me. Slowly, the color leached from her eyes until all that was left was white. “In two moons the sand will run out and electricity will find its home in your chest.” Her voice was monotone, so different that the sweet musical tone I’d heard before.

Moving toward me, she reached a hand out to rest against my shoulder. “They will succeed at their assignment.” Then she shoved me backwards. I gasped, my arms flailing out to my sides, as I prepared to hit the ground hard. However, I never hit the ground. I continued to fall through an abyss of darkness, my arms connecting with the breeze stirred up from my descent. My hair whipped up and around my face and what little breath I had caught in my lungs.

“Gwen, wake up.”

Someone was pinning my arms at my sides and shaking me. My eyelids snapped open, and I found Dorian leaning over me. I panted as I fought to catch my breath, my chest heavy with the effort. Releasing his grip, Dorian sat on the edge of the mattress and stared down at me. Sitting up, I pulled my knees to my chest and ran a hand through my hair.

“What’d you dream about?”

“I don’t think it was a dream,” I told him. I didn’t know why I’d been holding off on telling Dorian about the woman in the mirror, but after this last visit I knew I needed to tell him.

“Was it Aiden?” Dorian asked, moving so that he faced me. “Did he pull you into one of his dreams.”

“Aiden?” I asked in confusion. “No, it was a woman.”

“A woman? What woman?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know, she never gave me her name.” I released a heavy breath and scrubbed a hand over my face. “I think it may be who hired Ms. Willow. This is the second time she’s visited me, and both times she’s tried to convince me into surrendering my life.”

Dorian stared at me, the tightness in his jaw accentuating the angle of his face. Without the sunglasses, I could stare straight into the depths of his thundercloud eyes. The fogginess darkened so much that I half expected to see lightening flash through them.

“Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

I straightened my spine and lifted my chin. “Because, I thought she had a good point. The only thing that makes me special is that I’m sleeping with Death. It’s not right. I’m not right.”

“Not this shit again,” Dorian snarled, standing up and turning his back to me.

I scrambled out of bed, angry that he was angry with me. “Tell me I’m wrong, Dorian.” I moved around his body so I could see his face. He stood with his arms folded across his expansive chest.

“Tell me you’ve done this before, that you’ve restored a soul out of the goodness of your heart.” As I waited for him to respond, to look at me, my subconscious whispered something in his voice. I closed my eyes as it played through my head. “You know what scares me? The idea of a world without you.” I couldn’t remember the conversation leading up to that statement, but I remembered an alley and my back pressed against a brick wall, Dorian kissing me even though he looked as though he wanted to kill me.

“I haven’t,” Dorian said, snapping me out of my memories.

My eyes opened. “What?”

“I’ve never restored a soul,” he clarified. “Just yours, and no matter how pissed you are at me, I don’t regret doing it. You can bitch at me all you want, tell me I’m wrong, but it won’t change the fact that I would do it again given the chance.”

Ignoring what he said, I asked, “Were you and I in an alley at some point in the past?”

Dorian had been looking down at the floor and looked up at when I asked. “Why?”

I recited the words back to him that I’d heard in my mind. “Did you say something like that to me?”

Dorian nodded, his jaw slackening. “Yeah, and it holds just as much truth now as it did then.” Moving toward me, he wrapped his arms around my body and hugged me to his chest. I didn’t know why these small pieces of my memory were resurfacing, but I had to hope that my memory was slowly coming back.

“I don’t want to hear about me restoring your soul again,” Dorian said against the crown of my head. “It’s done and because of that I’m able to hold you in my arms right now.” He leaned back, and I looked up at him. “Tell me about the woman.”

Nodding, I stepped out of his arms and sat in a chair near the window, pulling my legs up. I really wanted some coffee and a shower, but there were bigger issues. I proceeded to tell Dorian everything, beginning with how the woman showed up in my mirror. When I was done, Dorian sat at the end of the bed and bent over, resting his arms on his knees.

“Do you think it’s Hecate?” I asked.

“She said you’d die in two nights?” Dorian asked, ignoring my question. I thought back to what the woman said about in two moons the sand would run out and electricity would find its home in my chest. An involuntary shiver made its way through my bones, chilling me from the inside out.

“Yes and that they would be successful in their assignment,” I repeated. “Do you think she means the NAWC?”

Dorian nodded. “I don’t know who else it would be. We need to call Fiona and see what progress she and Ethan have made with the spell’s ingredients.” He rose and started toward the door. Without the barrier of his leather jacket, I could see the width of his back and the stretch of his T-shirt as it circled his muscular biceps. He really was magnificent to look at.

Stopping at the door, he turned. “Get dressed, and we’ll get breakfast. Aiden doesn’t have a damned thing to eat in this house.”

I nodded and he slipped out of the room. Standing, I was about to head downstairs to retrieve my bag when I noticed it sitting near the dresser. Dorian must have brought it up last night after I fell asleep. I don’t know why, but that made me smile.
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Dorian and I went to a small café called Espresso Self for breakfast. I had the best cream cheese muffin and a large mocha latte. We were currently at the grocery store to get food for Aiden’s house. We’d ended up taking Lauren’s white Mercedes, stealing her keys from the counter, and leaving a note. Dorian assured me that she wouldn’t be up until this evening, but I still felt the need to leave a message letting her know. Besides, we couldn’t carry groceries on the back of Dorian’s bike.

“Look at us being all domestic,” I said with a laugh as we moved down another aisle. Grocery shopping with Death and acting like everything was normal was just funny. Dorian grabbed a couple bags of chips and threw them into the cart.

“Cupcake, you’re the only woman in this world that could domesticate me.” He accentuated his statement with a sexy smirk. I enjoyed the playful banter and imagery for a few seconds, knowing that if things didn’t work out, I wouldn’t be around long enough to play house with Dorian. Ignoring that thought, I grabbed a box of microwave popcorn and tossed it into the cart.

Turning into another aisle, Dorian grabbed a bottle of Jack Daniels while I scanned the wine selection, choosing two different sweet reds. When I heard Dorian chuckling behind me, I spun around and raised a questioning eyebrow.

“What?”

“Why did you choose that wine?”

I looked down at the bottles in my hands. “I don’t know, it sounded good?”

The side of his mouth lifted in a crooked smile. “It’s because you love sweet red wine, and that’s the brand you always buy.”

“Maybe my subconscious knows me better than I do,” I told him, placing the bottles in the upper part of the cart.

“Or maybe your memories are resurfacing,” Dorian offered. “First you remembered something I said to you, and now you choose your favorite wine.” We were smiling at each other, standing in the middle of the alcohol aisle, when Dorian’s cell phone began ringing.

Reluctantly, he pulled the phone out of his pocket. “Hello?”

I began moving down the aisle, trying to give Dorian privacy while also trying to listen to what he said. I had a feeling that if he was getting bad news he’d try to hide it from me.

“Distilled water and lemons?” Dorian’s voice held a hint of doubt. “Yeah, we’re grocery shopping right now actually. Uh huh. No, we’re staying at Aiden’s. I’ll fill you in when you get there. Bye.”

Half turning, I asked, “Who was that?”

“Fiona, she needs us to pick up lemons and distilled water.”

“Why?”

“Something about purifying for the spell. They’re meeting us at Aiden’s tonight.”

I stopped walking. “They found all the ingredients?”

Dorian nodded. “Yeah, sounds like it.”

Tears sprang into my eyes as my lips stretched into a huge grin. After days of wondering whether or not I would survive, if Flora would suffer for my survival, we finally received a piece of good news.

Dorian lifted me into his arms so that my feet dangled off the floor, and kissed me. I laughed against his mouth as he twirled me around. This news was a rainbow popping through the raincloud following me. For the first time in days, I felt like I could breathe.
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I LEFT GWEN a little while after we got back from the grocery store. I’d been jittery all morning after hearing about the woman visiting her. I knew who it was, knew I needed to track her down and talk to her. I’d called Bree to hang out with Gwen until I got back, knowing she’d keep an eye on her without trying to hit on her. I didn’t trust any of the men spirit walkers to be alone with Gwen, or Mariana for that matter.

Standing on the side of the house, hidden by a tall evergreen bush, I closed my eyes and concentrated on Amara. I didn’t actually need to leave to do this, but I didn’t want to explain to Gwen where I was going or what I was doing. It was better if she didn’t know that a Fate had been trying to talk her into surrendering her life, and that I was friends with said Fate. She would twist it into some bullshit about how it was proof that she shouldn’t be alive, like I didn’t know that. When someone’s ticket is punched, that should be it for them. And Gwen was only half right when she said the reason she was alive was because we slept together. I’d slept with a lot of women in my lifetime—a lot—and I’d never saved any of them from death. No, the reason she was alive when she should be comfy in the Flora cemetery was because I…loved her.

My eyes snapped open, frustration at my lack of concentration caused me to grumble. I’d actually told her I loved her, and she hadn’t said it back. I still didn’t know what that single tear meant, if it was out of happiness or sadness. Was it because she didn’t remember me or because she didn’t feel the same way?

Tipping my head up, I studied the sky as though the answers would be written in the storm clouds rolling in. Shaking myself out of it, I bowed my head and closed my eyes again. I needed to see Amara and figure out what sort of game she was playing. As Death, I have many different talents, one being able to transport myself to anywhere in the world. Since I was the only angel of Death, it came in handy when I needed to pop over to another continent and deal with an unruly soul. I’d been so focused on Gwen that I hadn’t concentrated on work. Luck was on my side though; everything had been running smoothly—until now. The balance of life and death was so out of whack that it played hell with my senses, almost like a compass being thrown off near a magnetic field. My inner compass’s needle was bouncing every which way but straight, but I knew that was because there was a soul living when it shouldn’t be.

Air began to swirl around my body in a gentle vortex as I concentrated on finding Amara. I pictured her face, the feel of her essence, and the wind picked up. When I opened my eyes, I was no longer standing outside of Aiden’s house, but in on a beach. Another little trick of mine was being able to tell exactly what part of the world I was in. Currently, I was standing on a beach in Oahu, Hawaii. The bright sun beat down against my black leather jacket, such a difference from the stormy gray sky I’d left behind. White sand shifted under my feet as I made my way over to where Amara lay sprawled out on an oversized towel.

Her long dark hair was plaited on the side, resting against her shoulder while big black sunglasses protected her eyes against the glare of the sun. She wore a white bikini that left little to the imagination and, despite my feelings toward Gwen, I found myself appreciating her body. She and Gwen had similar builds, lean and curvy in all the appropriate places. I smiled down at her as my eyes came up to the swell of her breasts. They were nice enough, but my body didn’t react toward Amara’s body the way it would have before Gwen.

“I’m guessing this isn’t a social visit?” Amara said, not sitting up to acknowledge me. My head lifted to survey the beach. There were about nine other people sunbathing and four swimming, no one close enough to hear our conversation. Shrugging out of my leather jacket, I sat down beside Amara’s towel with my knees bent.

“You wanna tell me why you’re visiting Gwen?” I asked.

A little smirk bent the side of her mouth up. “I knew having that vision in front of her would tip you off. You always were a perceptive one.”

“Amara,” I said in warning.

She sat up, stretching her arms behind her, and stared out at the sea. “You have disregarded the rules, Dorian. You took fate into your own hands, and it needs to be corrected.”

“I’m working on fixing it.”

Amara finally looked over at me, her features neutral as she spoke. “Yes, the little spell Gwen told me about. It won’t work, you know that, don’t you?”

I ground my teeth together. “It will. I’ll kill the rogue before he has a chance to touch her.”

Amara stared at me for a long moment, tilting her head to the side. “You’ve gotten attached, Dorian.” She shook her head as though she pitied me. “They are not cut from the same cloth as us, you know that. They are fragile and expendable while you and I carry on through the millennia. She will never be one of us.”

“I know that,” I spat, anger filling my veins with ice. “I know her life must end eventually, but not yet. I—I need more time.”

“You have plenty of time,” Amara replied. “It is she whose hourglass has run out of sand. You and I are only here to direct them, not interfere. Your interference has already shifted the world. If the problem is not taken care of, I’m afraid I won’t be able to protect you.”

My head snapped up. “Protect me from what? If you haven’t noticed, I’m invincible.”

Amara whipped off her sunglasses, her face scrunching in annoyance. “This is not a joke, Dorian, and you’re only invulnerable to human weapons, not ours.”

“Are you threatening me?” I laced my voice with the icy fury racing through my body.

Amara shook her head slowly. “No, I’m warning you. If this problem is not fixed as soon as possible, you will be stripped.”

“Bullshit,” I growled. “They can’t strip me; the successor has not even been born yet.” I’d heard stories that beings such as Amara and myself had what was known as successors, people born throughout time to replace us. After countless centuries, I’d given up hope that there was any truth to the stories. And without someone to take my place, the powers that be could not strip me of my title and authorities. I couldn’t even register not being the angel of Death. I’d been responsible for death for as long as I could remember. There was nothing before this.

“They can and they will,” Amara cautioned. “This isn’t some slip up, Dorian. You broke one of their cardinal rules and restored a soul that expired. Your mistake tilted the very balance that holds everything together. Are you ready to give up everything for her?”

Amara and I stared at each other, a challenge in her gaze. My normal confidence disappeared at the warning, and I was left fumbling for answers. I loved Gwen, I knew I did, but could I walk away from the only role I’d ever known for her? I didn’t know, couldn’t picture a life where I wasn’t Death.

“Do you love her?” Amara asked with incredulity. “My question should have been easy to answer, but you’re hesitating, thinking about it. Why?”

I wasn’t ready to admit my feelings to anyone other than Gwen. Unfortunately, when dealing with a Fate, I didn’t need to disclose my thoughts. Amara could read me easily.

“When I told you of Gwen I did not expect this,” Amara said. “Over the years you’ve always sought comfort in women but have never showed any emotion toward them.” She paused and looked back out to the sea. “How was I fooled into believing this thing between you two was merely physical?” Her eyes found mine again.

“Maybe because up until a couple days ago, I didn’t know myself.” I scooped up some sand and poured it from hand to hand. “Why did you send me to Gwen, Amara? You told me you had a vision of her; what was it?”

“You know I cannot divulge my visions.”

“You had to know I would fall for her,” I said. “Was that why you sent me to her?”

Amara sucked in a deep breath, and it caused her breasts to push against her top. While I appreciated her female form, there was nothing lustful going through my mind. Amara was beautiful, ethereal almost, but I just couldn’t imagine doing anything sexual with her. While Gwen and I were in New Orleans, Amara had stopped by and stayed the night. Gwen believed that Amara and I were sleeping together. I enjoyed her subtle jealousy because it meant she actually felt something for me after denying it for so long. Her jealousy gave me a heady mixture of smugness. Hell, I’d opened myself up and told her I wanted her, only for her to tell me she was either with the vampire or healing from his betrayal. I hated that bloodsucker. Now that I had Gwen, I could not walk away from her.

“I saw you two together, yes,” Amara finally admitted, “but I did not know it would blossom into love. I sent you to her because she is more talented than the other spirit walkers, and I knew her government was trying to use her for their own purposes. I sent you to intervene.”

I stared at Amara for a few long seconds, trying to decide if she was telling the truth or not. We had been friends for a long time, and she’d never led me astray before. I knew Gwen was a talented spirit walker, better than the other five. She held certain powers none of the others had. It made sense that Amara would send me to protect her being that spirit walkers are my responsibility. Still, Amara had to see our path.

Standing, I dusted sand from my jeans. “Could you please do a favor for a longtime friend?”

Amara looked up at me. “You want me to restore Gwen’s memories.” It wasn’t a question.

“Please?” I asked. “She’s already starting to remember things, and if her time is dwindling, I would like for her to remember our time together.”

“It won’t make it easier,” Amara replied with a sad smile.

“Nothing will make it easier. If you wished for easy, you should have stolen my memories, as well.”

Amara bowed her head in a slow nod. “You have twenty-four hours and not a second longer. I don’t envy the choice you must make, Dorian.”

My chest tightened. While I had no problem fighting off the NAWC, I knew there was no getting around the punishment of the powers that be. Fate was absolute, a path written in stone.

“Dorian,” Amara called as I walked away. Half turning, I looked at her. “Emotions are tricky little things, don’t allow yours to turn you into one of those fools we’ve always pitied.”

I laughed mirthlessly. “It’s too late for that.”

Amara nodded, her lips turned down at the corners. “I was afraid of that.”
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“UNO!” BREE CALLED, squealing like a kid on Christmas. I smirked, laying down a draw-four card, and laughed when her smile fell.

“Damn it,” she complained halfheartedly, drawing four more cards. We’d been playing Uno for the past half an hour, and we’d both come close to winning, only for one of us to lay down a draw card and gain more cards.

The front door opened and both Bree and I listened as footsteps moved down the hall. Dorian appeared in the living room doorway, a smile ghosting across his mouth before disappearing.

“Thanks for coming over,” he said to Bree.

“Yeah, how much do babysitters make these days?” I asked, smiling at Bree. She laughed, and we both looked to Dorian, but his features remained impassive.

“I should get going.” Bree stood. “We’ve pretty much cleaned up Flora, but Jerrick and Braden wanted to visit the next town over.”

Standing, I folded my arms across my chest. “Why, has there been reports of…” I wasn’t exactly sure what to call those who should be dead but were up walking around. Zombies didn’t seem appropriate.

“The Affected?” Bree offered and I nodded. “No, he heard about a dance club and wanted to check it out.”

“Oh! That sounds like so much fun. Can I come?”

“Fiona and Ethan are supposed to meet us tonight,” Dorian said, his tone implying we had more important things to worry about than dancing. The thing was, I’d been so stressed out that I just wanted one night where I could let go and forget everything before the shit hit the fan.

“I’ll have her call me when they’re on their way, and then I can head home,” I told Dorian. “Besides, didn’t she say they would be late?”

“Yeah, but I still don’t think it’s a good idea—”

“I just want one night where I don’t have to think about—” I paused, remembering Bree was still present and didn’t know all of our secrets. “Things,” I finished. Dorian’s features hardened, and he scrubbed a hand over his face as though the thought of going to a club was torturous.

“You can sit at the bar and drink,” I suggested. “Come on, Dorian, an hour of fun isn’t going to kill you.”

“It’s not me I’m worried about,” he whispered so only I heard him.

Frowning, I turned to Bree. “I guess I’m staying home. Have fun.”

Bree smiled, her eyes shooting between Dorian and me. “I’ll talk to you guys later then.”

Nodding, I watched as she headed past Dorian and shut the front door behind her. Spinning around, I plopped down onto the sofa and rested my head against the cushions, staring up at the ceiling. When people find out they’re dying, they do stuff on their bucket list, living life to the fullest. All I wanted to do was go to a bar and dance. Unfortunately, Dorian was in a bad mood for some reason and wasn’t going to budge on my lockdown.

“I can go with her.”

I tipped my head down at Lauren’s arrival. It was barely four o’clock and the sun hadn’t set yet. Luckily it’d been storming all day and the thick gray clouds blocked the sun.

“You’re up early, aren’t you?” I asked. “Aren’t vampires supposed to sleep until the sun descends?”

“Normally,” Lauren replied, pushing past Dorian, “but I’m not your average vampire.” She shot a look toward Dorian, a hidden meaning behind her stare. Dorian’s lips hardened, and he looked away. What the hell was all that about?

“Call Bree and tell her we’re going,” Lauren said to me, sitting down onto the couch near me.

“It’s not a good idea,” Dorian argued, crossing his arms.

“Oh please.” Lauren threw up her hand in a dismissive gesture. “The only thing he’s worried about is not being able to dance.” She leaned back against the couch, and we both stared up at Dorian. The idea of seeing this ruggedly sexy man on a dance floor did make me laugh. He was the type of guy that would be more comfortable sitting in a shadowed corner of a bar with a glass of scotch or whiskey.

Dorian ignored the dancing comment and said, “It’s not smart to be out in the open while the NAWC is planning an attack.”

Lauren snorted. “You really think they’ll look for her in a club? Besides, I was hired as her bodyguard. None of those assholes will get past me.”

“Come on, Dorian,” I begged, “I need to get out of the house and forget about all of this for one night. If I’m going to die, at least let me enjoy my last moments.” That may have been dirty, but it was how I felt. We didn’t know if traveling back in time would even work. If it didn’t, we were sort of out of options—even if Dorian wouldn’t admit it.

Dorian winced at my words. Shaking his head, he said, “Fine, but we leave when I say, got it?”

I jumped up from the sofa and smiled wide. “Got it.”

“Come on,” Lauren said, taking my hand, “I’ll help you get dressed.” She dragged me past Dorian.

“But I didn’t bring any clothes for going out.”

“Don’t worry about it, I have plenty, and we’re about the same size.”
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“Uh-uh,” Dorian said, shaking his head, “you’re not wearing that.”

I looked down at the black cocktail dress Lauren had lent me. It was strapless with an empire waist and had a loose skirt that hit five inches above my knee. Just below my breasts was a beaded patch where the material ruched. Lauren had also loaned me a pair of high-heeled ankle boots. When I’d asked what a bodyguard needed with a cocktail dress, she’d replied by telling me that no matter what, a girl always needs a little black dress. We’d pinned my hair up into a messy, but elegant, bun so my neck and back were exposed.

“What’s wrong with it?” I asked. “I think I look pretty damn hot.”

“That’s the problem,” Dorian snarled. “Every fucking man is going to come on to you, and I’ll spend the entire night busting faces.”

As screwed up as it was, that entire sentence turned me on. I didn’t like the idea of Dorian fighting so much as his possessiveness of me.

“Then I guess you’ll have to stay close,” I teased.

“Why don’t you put on a pair of jeans,” Dorian said, his shifting eyelashes telling me he was staring at my body instead of my face.

“Stop being all caveman,” Lauren chided. She’d chosen a pair of skin-tight leather pants and a red bustier that laced up the front and showed off a good portion of her stomach. Unlike me, she’d left her hair down.

“I’m not,” Dorian responded, moving around me to check out the back of my dress. “I just know how men think, and after they see her in this dress, they’ll be thinking with their dicks.” He paused. “At least wear a jacket.”

I snorted. “While I’m dancing? Yeah, that won’t look weird or anything.”

Moving to stand in front of me again, Dorian stared down at me and shook his head. “You’re lucky you’re worth the trouble that dress is going to cause, cupcake.”

“Considering you’re the one going home with me tonight, I’d say you’re the lucky one.”

A slow smile spread across his face. “That I am.”
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She was testing my willpower, shaking her ass in that dress. I sat at the bar, facing the dance floor and watched as men eyed her. To be fair, they were also eyeing Mariana, Bree, and Lauren, but I didn’t give a shit about who was watching them. Gwen caught my eye and smirked as she rolled her hips. Despite my sour mood at watching men eye-fuck my girlfriend, I smiled back. She was so damned beautiful with the lights pulsating against her hair and body, shadowed and highlighted at the same time. I loved watching her let loose and have fun, knowing how much stress she’d been under. And, while I wouldn’t admit it to her, tonight had been a good idea. I hadn’t seen her this carefree in a long time.

I raised my glass of Jack to my lips and watched Gwen over the rim. A man with slicked back dirty blonde hair worked his way toward her, his eyes landing right on her cleavage. My grip tightened around my cup. I was trying very hard to keep my temper under control, but if he so much as laid a finger on her, his hand would be broken before he even noticed I was there. Luckily, Lauren shoved the guy out of the way. The man began dancing behind Lauren, grinding his dick against her ass. She spun around to face him just as another guy danced his way up behind Gwen. When his hand landed on her hip, I saw red. Just as I stood, Gwen’s eyes found mine, and she shook her head. Turning to the man, she said a few words and pointed in my direction. The man’s eyes traveled through the crowd and landed on me. Whatever he saw, it caused him to fade into the crowd. Smirking, I finished the rest of my Jack, set the glass onto the bar, and made my way over to her. I wasn’t much of a dancer, but I had no problem standing there and letting her grind her ass against me.

“Having fun?” I asked, sidling up behind Gwen. I placed my hands on her hips and tugged her against my body, leaning down to press a kiss to the crook of her throat. She tipped her head back and sagged against me, her hips still gyrating to the hip-hop shit blaring through the speakers.

“A lot,” she said, tilting her head back to look up at me with a smile. I eyed her glass, noting it was still half-full. If Fiona and Ethan made their way home tonight, we didn’t need Gwen drunk while performing the spell.

“Have I told you how sexy you are?” I whispered in her ear. “And how much I like watching you dance?” I gripped her hips tighter when she grinded against me. “I may need a private show later.”

Turning to face me, she placed a hand on my chest and looked up. “That can be arranged.”

“Mind if I cut in?” a voice said behind me. My muscles stiffened, knowing who I’d find once I turned around.

“How the hell did you find us?” I asked, still not turning around. I kept my grip on Gwen and stared over her head at the mixture of gyrating bodies.

“Aiden?” Gwen said, peering around my body.

The vampire moved behind Gwen, forcing me to acknowledge him. His eyes took in her dress, and an approving smile stretched across his face. When his gaze reached my hands gripping her hips, his jaw ticked, which made me smirk.

“Looks like she hasn’t forgotten everyone,” Aiden said, flicking a quick look at me.

“Actually,” Gwen said, “I recognized your voice from the phone call the other day. I don’t remember anything about you.”

“What are you doing here?” I asked again, taking satisfaction when Gwen moved to my side.

“Lauren said she spoke to you,” Aiden said. It pissed me off that his eyes kept wandering to Gwen.

“She did but now is not the time to discuss it,” I told him. “As you can see I’m having a night out with my girl.” The grin that fell against my lips wasn’t intentional, but it pissed Aiden off all the same.

Aiden took a step toward us, his eyes falling to Gwen again before snapping up to me. “Yeah, I heard you two were together. Tell me, how does it feel to be a rebound?” His mouth quirked up at the side.

I ground my teeth until my jaw hurt, fisting my hand at my side. Tonight Gwen wanted to have fun and forget about stress; I would not cause a scene with Aiden. The problem was, I’d been waiting months to kick his ass. I didn’t want to rip his soul from his body, just a good ol’ fist fight to put him in his place.

“There a problem here?” Reece sauntered up next to me, Jerrick and Braden in tow. I appreciated their support but didn’t need their backup to handle Aiden Blake.

“You travel with an entourage now?” Aiden asked, eyeing each man. “I feel honored you feel the need for backup.”

What a cocky son of a bitch. It was only by sheer willpower that I was able to remain standing next to Gwen instead of striking Aiden down. Lauren made her way over and stood near Aiden, giving me an apologetic shrug as though sorry for taking sides. When Bree and Mariana joined our gang, Mariana smiled flirtatiously toward Aiden.

“Who’s this?” Mariana asked, her voice seductive.

“Aiden Blake,” Aiden said, extending his hand. When Mariana laid her hand in his, he bent at the waist and pressed a kiss to it. What a douche.

“Gwen’s ex Aiden?” Mariana asked. How the hell did she know about Aiden or that he had dated Gwen?

“One and the same,” Aiden replied, winking toward Gwen. Mariana shot a devious glare toward Gwen, a flash of determination in her eyes. I already knew what that spark meant, and I welcomed it. If Aiden was occupied with Mariana, then he wouldn’t be focused on Gwen.

“Can we go home?” Gwen asked, looking up at me. When I nodded, she glanced back at Aiden. “All of a sudden I’m not feeling all that well.”

Aiden watched her, his features undecipherable. “I’ll meet you guys back at my place. There’s a lot we should discuss.”

“I think we’ll stay at the apartment tonight,” Gwen replied, turning and pushing through the crowd.

“Looks like whether she remembers you or not, she doesn’t want anything to do with you,” I told him, turning and following Gwen out.


[image: ]

“FIONA, SLOW DOWN,” I said into the phone. “Who did you see?” Dorian and I were about a block from my apartment when she called me in a panic.

“No, I didn’t see anyone,” Fiona clarified. “Micah called me to tell me he saw Patrick.”

“Who’s Patrick? And why didn’t Micah call me?”

“Ugh! This memory loss thing sucks,” she complained. “Patrick works for the NAWC as a guard, and Micah said he tried calling you.”

“I was at a dance club,” I explained. “I must not have heard my phone.” While I was talking to Fiona, Dorian turned down a street leading away from my apartment.

“What are you doing?” I asked him.

“If Patrick is in town, we’re not going back to your apartment. Is Fiona at Aiden’s?”

“Are you at Aiden’s?” I asked Fiona.

“Yeah, and he and Lauren just pulled up. Are you guys coming here?”

“Are we going to Aiden’s?” I directed the question to Dorian. I really didn’t want to see Aiden. I didn’t know what it was, but being in his presence caused a strange tingling sensation to erupt through my body. It was as though those pesky butterflies were drunk off their asses and fluttering in haphazard patterns. Plus, the possession in his eyes when he looked at me unsettled me. I couldn’t remember why we’d broken up, but I knew he shouldn’t be looking at me like that when I was clearly with Dorian. I’d been so tense in the club, afraid the two men would attack each other, and I’d be caught in the middle. Luckily, both men held back their tempers and I was able to escape before it escalated. Unfortunately, my stress-free night was unsuccessful.

“Depends,” Dorian said, his fingers flexing against the steering wheel. “Do they have the stuff for the spell?”

“Why don’t I just put it on speaker so I can stop playing the relay game.” Pressing the button, I said, “Fiona, you’re on speaker. Do you guys have all the ingredients for the spell?”

“Everything except the lemons and distilled water,” Fiona replied. I could hear voices in the background. By the tightness in Dorian’s jaw, he noticed them, too. Aiden’s voice was smooth and accented, recognizable. Even over the phone, it held a hint of power over me. I blamed the bond, having read in the Magick Encyclopedia that those bonded had a certain level of awareness and attraction to each other. Since bonded people were attuned to each other, our bodies were tricked into believing there was something there when—at least in Aiden’s and my situation—there wasn’t. I may not remember either Dorian or Aiden, but in the few short days since I lost my memory, Dorian had gained my trust, and okay…my attention.

Peering over at him, I smiled slimly when I remembered how he’d sidled up behind me on the dance floor, the grip on his hands on my hips as he tugged me against his body, and the soft caress of his breath as he whispered against my ear. Yeah, I was completely into Dorian.

As though he could feel my eyes on his, Dorian looked over at me. A wrinkle formed against his forehead before he stared back at the road.

“Hello?” Fiona’s voice broke through the silence of the car.

“The lemons and water are at Aiden’s,” I said. “We’ll be there in a few seconds.”

“See you soon.”

Pressing the END button, I dropped my cell into my purse and leaned my head back against the seat. I stared out the window as quaint little houses skipped past. Flora really was a cute little town. I mentally told myself that someday I would own one of these houses, trade in my small apartment for a small, but cute, house. As silly as it was, it gave me something to look forward to, even if I didn’t know how long my future would be.

Warm fingers slid across my thigh, squeezing gently. I closed my eyes and absorbed the sensation of Dorian’s skin against mine. In this moment, I desperately wanted to remember him. I was jealous of my former self for having those memories, knowing all the ways he’d touched me. I wanted to remember how I felt when I saw him on that rainy night. Did my heartbeat speed up when our eyes connected? Did time stand still? Did we exchange words, smiles? What came after that, how did we cross paths again?

The car stopped, and I knew we were at Aiden’s. I kept my eyes closed for a few seconds longer before lifting my head. I stared at the dashboard in fear that Dorian would see the anxiety written all over my face. It felt as though we’d been waiting months for Fiona and Ethan to gather the supplies for the spell, when really it had only been a couple days. I hadn’t realized how much stock I’d put into this working until this moment. I had kept a positive mind, told myself that everything would work out and come morning, I’d be back to normal. But what if the spell didn’t work? What if we’d put all our eggs in this basket and the damn thing broke?

I heard Dorian shift and then his fingers were guiding my face to look at him. All of the earlier tension had been erased and now only concern crossed his features. Was he worried about the same things I was?

“Whatever happens tonight,” Dorian said, his voice low and soft, “I won’t let anything happen to you. I’ll go to the ends of the earth for you, cupcake. It’s you and me.”

My vision blurred with tears, one slipping down my cheek until it dropped off my chin. I felt so silly for crying, but it felt as though we were at a precipice. We would either fall over the edge or be yanked back and saved.

“Thank you,” I told him, sniffing and getting control over myself, “for everything, Dorian.”

A crooked smile bent his mouth. “That sounded genuine.”

I laughed, remembering when he first found me on the street and how he’d chastised me for not being grateful. Gosh, that felt like eons ago. So much had happened between then and now.

“It was,” I told him, feeling a lingering tear slip down my cheek. “You’ve been…more than I ever expected.”

Dorian reached over and brushed the tear away, his fingers sliding down to clasp the back of my neck. Leaning forward, he rested his forehead against mine, and I closed my eyes. I concentrated on our breathing, a soft hush of air mingling between us.

I jumped when two knocks sounded at the window. When I began to turn my head to see who was interrupting this moment, Dorian held my head toward his and kissed me. When his tongue flicked against the seam of my lips, I opened my mouth to him. The first contact of his tongue against mine caused me to reach up and fist his jacket to keep him from moving away. With a single kiss, he was able to chase away the doubt clouding my head. In this moment, it was just him and me and the sensations our bodies created when they touched.

“Uh, guys,” Fiona said from behind the glass, “we’re on a bit of a schedule here.”

Breaking our kiss, Dorian and I both exhaled with shaky breath.

“Ready?” Dorian asked.

“Not really.” I smiled, and then we both exited the car.
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“SO…WHY THE lemons and water?”

We all stood in a circle around Gwen, who was standing in a blow-up kiddie pool, dressed in a tank top and a pair of jeans. Her hair was still up in the messy bun, but a few pieces had escaped and now teased the curve of her shoulder.

“In order for the spell to work,” Fiona said, squeezing juice from the lemons into a bucket of water, we need to purify Gwen. The lemons and distilled water help with that.” Looking up, she said, “I’ll also burn sage around her.”

I shrugged out of my jacket. “I’m going with her, though. Shouldn’t I also be in there?” I nodded toward the pool. There was no way I was sending Gwen back in time by herself.

“The less people sent back, the better chance we have at not screwing with the future.”

I snorted. “The whole reason we’re doing this is to screw with the future.” I worked the strings on my boots loose and slipped them and my socks off. “She’s not going without me.”

Fiona and Ethan shared a look, Ethan cocking a smug brow. “Told you.”

“Yeah, yeah you were right,” Fiona deadpanned. “Good thing we got enough ingredients for two spells.”

I was actually surprised Ethan had called my actions before Fiona. She had to know when it came to Gwen’s safety, I’d be on the frontline. Stepping into the pool, I slipped my sunglasses off and handed them to Fiona. Gwen’s head lifted and our eyes met. She stared into the abyss of my sockets, her face relaxing the slightest bit. When she lifted a hand to my chest and rested her head against me, my arms automatically came around her back. I wanted so badly to look over to Aiden and show him the smugness I felt, but he wasn’t worth my attention.

“Ow,” Gwen moaned, leaning away from me and cradling her head in her hands. “Ow…son of a bitch.”

“What’s wrong?” I knelt down just enough to be eye level with her. Her entire face was creased in pain, her eyes squeezed shut.

“Gwen, what is going on?”

“Migraine,” she pushed through tight lips, “intense…migraine.”

“Fiona?” I asked, why I had no clue; they hadn’t started the spell yet. I had a feeling this wasn’t just a random headache.

“I don’t know,” Fiona said, her voice panicked. “Do you think the NAWC is doing something?” I assumed the question was directed at Ethan because I had no fucking clue what the NAWC was capable of.

“It’s possible,” Ethan replied. The calmness of his voice made me want to punch him in the face.

“How do we fix it?” Aiden stepped forward but I shot him a warning look to not touch her. A heartbreaking, painful moan traveled up Gwen’s throat and infected my bones. My fingers trembled against her body, my brain at a loss on what to do. What should I do?

Gwen’s entire body crumpled in on itself. It was only my arms tightening around her frame that kept her from falling to the floor. Her head lolled back, and her jaw slackened. Moving quickly, I carried her out of the pool and lay her out onto the couch.

“Is she…” Fiona asked, a catch in her throat.

I shook my head, my chest tightening as my heart beat painfully. “No, just passed out.”

“If this is the NAWC’s doing,” Aiden said, coming around to stand behind the couch, “they’ll be here once they find out Gwen’s not at her place. They’ll search every person she’s associated with.”

“I’ll stand guard outside,” Lauren offered, her heels clacking against the floor as she headed toward the door.

“Only kill as a last resort,” Aiden called after her.

My eyes snapped up to him before falling back to Gwen. At that moment, I would kill anyone and anything that tried to touch her. Ice consumed the heat in my body and left my bones frozen. My breath came out in puffs of fog as I tried to gain control over my emotions. I bent Gwen’s arm up and rested it against her stomach, gripping her hand as I tried to think of something that could help her. I wasn’t used to feeling helpless.

“What do we do?” I asked, aggravated. “I don’t know what to do.” What good was having magic if it couldn’t be used in times of need? Surely Ethan or Fiona had a spell that would help Gwen, stop whatever it was that had taken ahold of her.

“We could try my blood,” Aiden offered.

My jaw cracked, along with what little hold I had on my patience. “Did you do something to her? Was this your plan all along?”

“What are you talking about?” Aiden said.

“She’s not injured,” I snapped. “Vampire blood only heals injuries, so why in hell do you think it would heal her? Lauren told me about your guys’ little plan. Not happening.”

Aiden’s eyes thinned. “That’s not your choice. If you would put aside your hatred of me, then maybe you’d see it’s a viable option. You guys don’t even know if traveling back in time will work. Do you have a plan B?”

“What are you guys talking about?” Fiona questioned. Since Ethan was in the room there was no way in hell I was going to tell her about the hybrids. In our world they were still considered a myth, one that many feared. I wouldn’t put it past Ethan to run back to the NAWC and tell them.

“Nothing,” I answered, still keeping eye contact with Aiden. “It’s moot because it’s not happening.” Blackness seeped around the edges of the vampire’s eyes, and his fingers curled into fists at his side. If the leech wanted to go, we’d go. I’d been waiting months to kick his ass.

Gwen stirred, her hand coming up to her forehead. She groaned moments before her eyes opened. Kneeling, I brushed her hair away from her face.

“Gwen? Are you okay?” When she tried to sit up, I slipped an arm around her back and helped her. Leaning forward, she rested her elbows on her knees and hung her head into her hands.

“What happened?”

“You passed out,” I said, moving to sit beside her. “How are you feeling?”

Running her fingers through her head, she looked over at me. “Like someone took a wrecking ball to my skull.”

“I’ll get some aspirin,” Fiona said, rushing toward her purse. She came back in with a glass of water and held out two oval-shaped pills. Gwen popped them into her mouth and drank the entire glass of water in one breath.

“We should get back to the spell,” Gwen said, standing. She wavered and I reached out to steady her.

“We’ll worry about the spell later,” I told her. “Just take it easy. We still don’t know why you passed out.”

“Patrick’s in town, maybe he worked some of his mojo on me. We’re running out of time. If the NAWC is here, that means Holly’s here.” Her eyes were wide, her face pale.

I looked to Fiona and Aiden, confused. “Gwen, Holly’s dead.”

She stared up at me with those wide blue eyes, and slowly her face relaxed. “I know,” she said, her voice implying that she thought I was strange for telling her.

“Did you tell her about Holly?” Fiona asked, keeping her voice low so Gwen wouldn’t hear.

I’d been so worried about Gwen’s wellbeing that I hadn’t even realized that she mentioned someone from her past, someone no one had told her about.

“No.”

“Gwen,” Fiona said, taking a step toward her, “what do you remember?”

Gwen shrugged. “What do you mean?”

“Do you remember…us?” Fiona gestured around the room to signal herself, Aiden and me. We all stared at Gwen, waiting for her reply. She twisted at the waist and looked at Aiden as if just noticing he was there.

“Of course I remember you guys,” she said, turning back to face Fiona and me. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“Can you tell me how you and I met?” Fiona asked.

“At Hogwarts,” she said seriously.

I couldn’t help myself, I burst out laughing. The council members of the NAWC all resided in a castle in Moon, where Fiona and Gwen had met when they were sixteen.

Gwen’s brows furrowed. “What?”

Getting control over myself, I shook my head. “Hogwarts is a fictional town, Gwen. It’s from Harry Potter.”

A slight blush colored her cheeks, but she brushed it off. “Yeah, I know. I meant we met in the dark forest. There was a castle in the distance.”

“I met Gwen at the opening of Moon,” Fiona told me. “That’s what she’s thinking of.”

Moon was surrounded by a forest and the opening was a shimmer only other witches could see and enter. While her reference to Harry Potter was close, it still unnerved me that she was so discombobulated.

“I think this is Amara’s doing,” I said. “I asked her to restore Gwen’s memories. Maybe the confusion is a side effect and will wear off.”

“Who’s Amara?” Fiona asked.

“Old friend.”

“She’s the puppeteer of life,” Gwen replied, stretching her fingers out in front of her and moving them up and down as though controlling strings on a puppet. She was half-right, considering that Amara was a Fate.

“She knows the truth about things, but it’s like she can’t process her thoughts,” I said.

“Maybe your friend messed up,” Aiden chimed in, moving around the couch to stand beside Gwen. She swiveled her head and looked at him, but when she reached a hand out to touch his face, my chest tightened and squeezed the air out of my lungs.

“The trickster,” she whispered, dropping her arm. “Always playing tricks and wounding damsels with your lies.” She dropped her eyes and turned her back to Aiden. When her eyes met mine, they were glossy. Was she on the verge of crying? I wanted to comfort her, maybe even feel sorry for her, but I couldn’t. At the moment, the only emotion I felt was anger. Was she really still affected by Aiden, after everything he did to her? I thought after I admitted to myself how I felt about Gwen I would understand how emotions worked, but I was just as perplexed as before. I couldn’t understand her feelings toward the vampire. Or maybe I just didn’t want to.

“Can you call your friend and see when this will wear off?” Fiona asked. “We really don’t have time to wait. Like Aiden said, it won’t be long before Patrick shows up here.”

“Yeah, I’ll try to get a hold of her.” Heading out of the living room, I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and leaned against the wall in the hallway.

“He loves me. He loves me not. He loves me,” I heard Gwen say from the other room.

As I selected Amara’s name on my contact list, the front door swung open. Lauren shoved Bree and Reece through the door, her fangs extended as she snarled at the two.

Shit, what now?

“I’ve been waiting for your call,” Amara’s voice sounded over the phone. I hadn’t realized I even pressed the call button.

“Then you know what I’m calling about. How long before it wears off?” I eyed Bree and Reece as Lauren shoved them further into the foyer. Their eyes found me, calm considering a very pissed off vampire was at their backs. As spirit walkers, they could conjure the victims of murderers, and since vampires almost always leave a trail of blood, they had a lot of victims to call. Bree and Reece could have an army of ghosts here with a snap of their finger, and Lauren wouldn’t be able to fend them off. However, it wasn’t Lauren they needed to fear.

“Her mind was offline for awhile,” Amara said. “It’s slowly coming back online, processing all the memories that were deleted. It should wear off in an hour or so.”

“Why didn’t you warn me of this?”

“Would it have mattered? She’s got her mind back.”

“Still, a little warning would have been nice. She passed out, and it scared the shit out of me.

“Time is running out, Dorian,” Amara said, ignoring my comment. “A choice will have to be made, either by you or the powers that be.”

“I know.” Aggravated by the entire night, I ended the call and turned to deal with Bree and Reece.

“What are you two doing here?” They were smart enough to now look nervous. They glanced at each other and back to me. “Well?”

Reece was the first to speak. “You brought us here to move souls, and we’ve done that.” He paused, his eyes going to the right as Gwen and Fiona appeared in the doorway of the living room. Gwen cocked her head to the side, her eyes thinning the slightest bit as though she was trying to figure out a puzzle.

“And?” I prompted, bringing Reece’s attention back to me. I didn’t need him to tell me why they was here, I knew. I just wanted to see if he had the balls to admit it, to face me and tell me they had come for Gwen’s soul. I stared at him, challenging him to utter those words.

“She,” he started, his voice uneven, “she’s not right.”

A bitter snort fell through my lips. Ms. Willow had said the same thing, and now hearing it from Reece, all I could think was just how right she was—at least for me, but I knew that’s not what he meant.

“And what do you plan to do about it?” I asked, challenging him again. Do it, Reece, tell me you’re going to extract her soul. Every little piece of frustration, anger and helplessness I’d felt over the past few days seeped to the surface, looking for a way to break free. Right now, that channel was Reece.

“N—nothing,” he said, “we were…curious.”

“Curiosity didn’t work out too well for the cat,” I told him. I pointed to Gwen and said, “She’s my business, nobody else’s. Got it?”

“Tick, tick, tick,” Gwen said, motioning her head back and forth after each word. “Boom.”

Reece looked at me questioning, his eyes flicking between Gwen and me. Her bizarre words weren’t what bothered me so much, it was the normalcy in which she spoke them. Her voice was normal, her features were normal. She spoke as though everything she said made sense.

“What’s wrong with her?” Bree asked, taking a step forward. I mimicked her and took a step toward her. I liked Reece and Bree, but right now they were a threat toward Gwen, and I extinguished threats.

“She lost her memories and is now slowly regaining them,” Fiona replied. I hated that she told them that, that would only lead to more questions and the less they knew, the better.

“How did she get them back?” Bree asked.

I shook my head. I did not want to deal with this right now; I had more important things to deal with. “You two need to leave.”

“We want to help,” Reece and Bree said at the same time. “Despite how it looks, we didn’t come here to kill Gwen. We both noticed something wasn’t quite right with her the day we had lunch together. The others haven’t noticed, and we haven’t told them.” He took a step toward me, holding out his hand as though trying to calm a wild animal. “With so few spirit walkers in this world, the least we can do is help save her.”

Trust has always been an easy thing for me to do, mainly because I can sense the truth—or lack thereof—by reading the person’s soul. The spirit walkers don’t know I can do this, and I make a point of not telling people. Right now, I felt the truth of Reece’s words. However, truth is a tricky thing. At the time it’s spoken, the person may mean it, but other factors can come in and change their minds. Truth is never absolute when it comes to declarations.

“They can help me with Patrick,” Lauren offered. “I was going to go check in with the detective. Mikel?”

“Micah,” I corrected, “and that would be great.” I was thankful for Lauren’s offer, knowing she made it to get the two spirit walkers out of the house, but still make them feel included.

“Sound good?” I asked Reece and Bree. They both nodded. Reece’s eyes lingered over to Gwen one more time before the three of them turned and disappeared through the door.

“The white rabbit is late,” Gwen said, looking at her wrist, though she wasn’t wearing a watch. I inhaled a deep breath, holding it for a few seconds before releasing it.

“When this is all over,” I said, making my way toward Gwen, “I’m having that bottle of Jack.”
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AN HOUR AND a half passed.

I remembered.

I remembered who I was, where I lived, and that day I died in Broomsticks.

I remembered when Dorian told me he loved me.

I didn’t know how to react toward him now. He had his arms around me as we stood in the kiddie pool. I couldn’t breathe, at least not deeply. I kept my eyes pinned to his chest, feeling everything all at once.

I was elated.

I was anxious.

I was on cloud nine.

I was terrified.

I knew admitting he loved me was difficult for him, and should it come up again, however I handled it would either break what we had or move it to a step I wasn’t sure I was ready for.

Dorian’s fingers rubbed a path along my back. I wasn’t sure if he did it to comfort me or to gain my attention. Steeling my features, I tipped my head up to meet his eyes. God, I loved his eyes. He wasn’t wearing his sunglasses, and I had a clear view of the stirring clouds. Right now they were calm, crawling slowly across his sockets.

“It’s good to have you back,” he said.

I smiled, swallowing around the emotions crawling up my throat. Now was not the time. I wasn’t sure if there would ever be a right time.

“It’s good to be back.”

Fiona circled the pool, waving a smudge stick around us. The smoke surrounded our bodies. The musky scent invaded my senses and gave me something to focus on other than the way Dorian held me, so close and protective. It was nice, yet terrifying, now that I knew what it meant.

“So how does this work?” I asked Fiona, eyeing Ethan as he dropped items into the blender. The grinding noise of the blades mixing the concoction echoed through Aiden’s house. My eyes sought out my ex. He was sitting on the stairs with his legs bent up and his arms resting against his knees, and he was already looking at me, a reminder of why I was so afraid of what was happening between Dorian and me. My last two relationships had ended badly, Micah having broken up with me because I couldn’t give him purebred werewolf babies, and Aiden siding with my enemy, even if he claimed it was out of love. I was horrible at love.

“After I’m done cleansing you two with the sage,” Fiona said, refocusing my attention, “I’ll pour the distilled lemon water over your heads, and then you’ll drink the mixture Ethan’s blending and we’ll start the spell.”

“How does the spell know what day to go back to?” I asked. “What if we end up in 1800’s or something?”

“Dorian told us what day the rogue attacked you,” Fiona replied, waving the sage near our heads. A puff of smoke wafted toward my face, and on instinct I buried my face against Dorian’s chest. If someone walked into Aiden’s house they’d think it was on fire with how much smoke lingered in the foyer. Dorian’s hand came up and cradled the back of my head, his fingers caressing my hair. I smiled against his leather coat, absorbing the warmth of our bodies pressed together.

“Ready for the water?” Fiona asked.

Lifting my head, I nodded and looked up at Dorian. He smiled down at me, just a slight upturn of his sensual mouth.

“Ready to get wet, cupcake?”

I laughed, shaking my head. “Now is not the time for your mind to be vacationing in the gutter. We have more important things to worry about.”

“Then your body shouldn’t feel so damn good against mine.”

Before I could respond, Fiona dumped a small bucket of water over my head, quickly drenching Dorian afterwards. Water collected along his lips and, as much as I wanted to, I refrained from lifting onto my tiptoes and kissing the droplets away. Running a hand over my face, I shoved my wet hair out of the way, and squeezed the excess water from my shirt. The gray long-sleeved shirt Dorian wore now clung to his body, his abs outlined and tempting.

“Here.” Ethan held out two small glasses filled with purple liquid, the consistency that of a milkshake. Taking the cups from him, I sniffed mine and wrinkled my nose. Why couldn’t spell concoctions taste like cotton candy or appletinis instead of vomit?

When Dorian lifted his glass to drink, I placed a hand on his arm and stopped him. “How do we get back?” I asked Ethan.

“The spell will wear off in two hours. Be sure to only change what you go back for. Do not try to alter any other aspect of the past.”

I nodded at his warning, my stomach all of a sudden in knots. This was it, our last and only resort. What happened if we weren’t successful?

Dorian and I looked at each other as we lifted our glasses and began to drink. However, at the first taste of the mixture, I gagged and doubled over in my fight not to throw up. How the hell was I supposed to drink an entire glass of this shit? An involuntary shiver skipped up my spine and down my arms as my stomach protested. Taking a deep breath, I swallowed another mouthful and held a hand over my lips. Dorian handed his empty cup to Ethan and waited for me to finish. I shot him an annoyed look, noticing that he hadn’t been bothered by the taste. It took me a full three minutes to drink the mixture, but it had felt like three hours.

“Can I have a drink of water?” I asked.

“Here.” Fiona had a glass ready, a smile on her face as I took it from her.

“Seriously disgusting,” I told her, washing the nasty taste out of my mouth.

“What did you expect slime from a troll and grave dirt to taste like?” Ethan questioned, his tone implying I was being ridiculous.

“Troll slime and grave dirt?” I shuddered.

“Among other things,” Ethan replied. “Believe me, you don’t want to know what else was in there.”

My stomach roiled. If I survived this spell, I would be sure to drink copious amounts of alcohol to sterilize my insides.

“Can we get started now?” Ethan held a book open in his palms, giving me an annoyed look. At Fiona’s nod, they began to chant the spell. Dorian brought his arms around my body again, holding me close.

“Wait!”

“Ugh! What now?” Ethan snarled.

“What if something goes wrong?” I asked. “With magic being out of balance should we really be trying one of the most difficult spells there is? What if it backfires?”

Ethan shrugged, just a slight twitch of his shoulders, but I had caught it. It seemed while I sucked at love, my best friend sucked at picking guys. I still couldn’t figure out what she saw in Ethan. Then again, who was I to judge?

“I thought about that,” Fiona said, her face showing the worry I felt, “but what option do we have?”

“I have an idea,” Aiden said.

I’d almost forgotten he was sitting there. Almost. “What?”

“No he doesn’t,” Dorian all but growled. “We’ll take our chances with the spell.”

I stared up at Dorian. “What aren’t you telling me?” It was evident by the scowl he was giving Aiden that they were hiding something from me.

“Trust me on this, Gwen. The spell is our best option.”

Before I could respond, rapid banging erupted from the front door. All four of our heads swiveled toward the noise. My heart jackhammered in my chest in tune with the beating on the door.

“I know she’s in there,” a man growled. It didn’t take me long to remember that voice, the one that had commanded the witches during a self-defense training session in Moon. Patrick.

“Everyone involved in obstructing my arrest of Gwen Sparks is hereby considered an accessory and will be prosecuted as such!” Patrick yelled through the door. Moments later, the sounds of a fight breaking out sounded behind the door.

“Lauren,” Aiden explained, noticing my wide-eyed expression. “I’ve ordered her not to kill anyone, but others may be coming.”

“What do you want to do?” Fiona asked.

“Let’s try the spell,” I told her. “Just promise me that if we don’t show up within a day you’ll do everything in your power to get us back to this time.” As much as I feared the unpredictability of magic, I feared the NAWC more. At least with the spell, I stood a chance at living.

Fiona nodded. “We have to join hands.” She reached out for mine and Ethan’s, and I reached for Dorian’s. Dorian and Ethan eyed each other, but when I shook Dorian’s arm in impatience, he clasped Ethan’s hand.

“And whatever you do, do not let your past self see your future self. It’s imperative you have no contact with your former self, got it?” Fiona warned. When I nodded, she and Ethan started to read from the book. The fighting progressed just outside of the door. Aiden stood guard near the door, promising he would do whatever he could to make sure no one came through to interrupt us.

As Fiona and Ethan read I squeezed Dorian’s fingers tighter, and he squeezed my hand back in reassurance. It was beyond weird to know I was supposed to die that day in my shop, to know that had Dorian not restored my soul, I would be just another body in the cemetery. I just hoped like hell the spell worked and that wouldn’t be my future for a very long time.

When the first minute of Fiona and Ethan reciting the spell passed and nothing happened, I began to get nervous. Maybe magic was so out of whack that it wouldn’t work. My eyes shot to where Aiden stood near the door. The commotion had gotten louder, which made me think it wasn’t just Lauren and Patrick out there now. Were Bree and Reece fighting, as well? Who else from the NAWC had shown up?

All of a sudden I got light-headed, and my vision blurred. Wind erupted inside Aiden’s house and formed a cyclone around Dorian and mine’s body. My hair fell out of its bun and whipped across my face so forcefully that, as soon I shook the strands away, they were once again wrapping around my face like possessed vines. The roar of the wind filled my ears so that I couldn’t even hear Fiona and Ethan chanting anymore. The only reassurance I had that I wasn’t alone was the feel of Dorian’s and Fiona’s fingers clasping onto my hand. I tried to step closer to Dorian so that our bodies pressed together, but the force of the wind kept knocking me back a step. Fear unlike anything I’ve ever known crawled inside me and made itself at home. One what-if question bombarded my mind after another. What if Dorian and I ended up in different times? What if I never got back to this time? What if Patrick made it through the door before Fiona and Ethan finished the spell? And the one question that I feared the most: what if this didn’t work?

Tipping my head up, I was able to see a flash of lightning right before I had to close my eyes again. A crack of thunder echoed around the room. The hairs on my arms stood on end and goose bumps pebbled my skin. I could feel the electricity charging the air and half expected to be zapped at any moment. Dorian and I were wet after all.

The wind speed picked up even more, and soon I was fighting to grip Dorian’s fingers. Fiona’s hand was pulled from mine and my arm flung out like a wet noodle from the wind’s strength.

“Dorian,” I screamed, fighting against the abusive gust moving me away from him. My hand had slipped down his palm, and now we were gripping each other by the tips of our fingers.

“Dorian, don’t let go!” I wasn’t even sure if he could hear me because if he responded, I couldn’t hear him. I peeled an eyelid open, ignoring the sting of the wind, and tried to see where he was. It looked like I was standing in the middle of whiteout instead of in Aiden’s foyer. I couldn’t make out anything other than the elements swirling around me, and then my fingers slipped out of Dorian’s hand, and I was being carried away, away, away.
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I LANDED WITH a hard thump and winced when pain erupted along my hip. Standing, I surveyed where I was and searched for Dorian. I’d landed outside of my apartment complex. Looking up to my kitchen window, I felt my jaw drop upon seeing myself. I stood in the kitchen with Dorian. I remembered that day. He’d been like a warden, almost suffocating, and was telling me that I shouldn’t go into work. When I didn’t listen, he suggested Eddie go with me so that if anything happened he would be alerted. Dorian had never been able to see my future, or rather my death date, so he was uneasy about me being alone. At the time I thought he was overreacting. Had I known only hours later a rogue would step into my shop and kill me, I would have happily stayed in bed that day.

Fingers slid along my arm, and I shrieked, spinning around. Dorian stood just behind me, putting his hand up in an ‘it’s okay’ gesture. He pulled me into his body and hugged me to him.

“Shit,” he breathed, “I’m so happy that worked. When you slipped out of my hand I thought I’d never find you.” Leaning back, he studied my face for a split second before lowering his head to mine and kissing me. I’d always loved kissing Dorian, loved the power of his lips and my body’s reaction to him. I slipped my hands up to the back of his neck and pressed myself closer to him, savoring every sensation he provoked. Unfortunately, we were on a time limit and every little second counted.

“I’ll be leaving for work soon,” I said against Dorian’s mouth. Closing my eyes, I took a moment to catch my breath and steady my heart. Kissing him felt different now that I knew he loved me. It should have made it different in a better way, but it didn’t. Kissing him now came with expectations and those scared the living shit out of me. As much as I didn’t want to think about our relationship, whenever I was around Dorian it was as though the universe was forcing me to think about it. Much like pain, Dorian demanded to be felt. His presence was so strong that he was impossible to ignore.

“What are you talking about?”

I turned around and pointed up to my kitchen window. “I’m getting ready to leave for work. You’re trying to talk me out of it.” Dorian stepped closer to my back, his body shielding the cold air and warming me. It was early spring and still chilly, and I was only dressed in a tank top, jeans and flip-flops. If I ever traveled through time again I’d be a little smarter with my clothing choices.

“Does this prove that you should listen to me from now on?” Dorian whispered against my ear. His hands settled on my hips as he held me to his body.

“The day I start letting anybody—man or woman—dictate my life is the day I cease to live.” Peeking over my shoulder, I said, “But, I admit I should have listened this time.” I turned to face him. “You. Were. Right,” I told him. “Happy?”

He grinned down at me, but shook his head. “I have never wanted to be more wrong about something in my entire life. I wish I would have just been overreacting, that you would have come home that night and rubbed it in my face.”

I laughed. “That would have been fun.”

The front door of my apartment opened and Dorian and I scrambled to hide behind a car. I watched myself come down the stairs, walk across the parking lot, and get into my jeep. As my past-self pulled away, Dorian and I stood.

“Looks like we’re on foot,” Dorian said.

I eyed my apartment with longing, wishing I could go inside and put on some warmer clothes. But Dorian’s past self was up there, and Fiona had been adamant about avoiding our past selves.
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“I think it was an hour after I got into work when the rogue showed up,” I told Dorian as we walked into town. I hugged my arms to my chest and tried to keep from shivering. Dorian walked with his arms at his sides. He was wearing a long sleeved t-shirt, but had taken off his leather jacket before Fiona poured the water over us. For a moment I wondered why he didn’t appear cold, and then remembered that the temperatures didn’t affect Dorian like they did me. When he got really angry he could freeze the space around him. He’d once explained that, because he’s Death, the coldness comes from being able to command and control sprits at will. Since ghosts are cold, being they have no physical body to warm them, Dorian’s power was cold.

“We’ll hang out at Espresso Self and keep watch,” Dorian said. “I want to take the rogue out before he even steps foot inside your shop.”

I looked up. “Why are you smiling like that?”

Dorian met my eyes. “Because I get to kill that fucker again.”

Shaking my head, I brought my attention back to the road. “Do you really think it’s going to be that easy? I mean, if I was marked for death today isn’t it inevitable?”

“Everybody has multiple paths, Gwen. The choices you make in life determine which direction your path takes. Everyone’s death date is constantly changing, unless they live their lives so by the book that there’s no room for change. Something as simple as changing your route home could alter how you die. Say you took a short cut due to traffic, that short cut would change you path and you could end up crashing your car. Death is absolute, but its delivery is determined by your choices. Had you stayed home that day, the rogue wouldn’t have found you in the shop and killed you.”

“It still would have ended in disaster,” I said.

Dorian looked over at me. “What are you talking about?”

“Had I listened to you that day, the rogue still would have come into Broomsticks. Only, instead of killing me he would have killed Penny. Between that outcome and the one I’m currently in, I’d choose mine.” I stared down at the asphalt. “I never want my bullshit to cause trouble for others.”

“Have you ever thought that people think your bullshit is worth risking their own well-being for?” Dorian reached over and pulled my hand away from my chest. He slipped his fingers through mine, connecting our palms like two puzzle pieces.

“Fiona’s moving out,” I told him, the memory of her telling me just popping into my head. “Maybe my bullshit got a little too thick for her.”

“Just because she’s moving out it doesn’t mean she’s giving up on the friendship, or that your bullshit is too much for her. Besides, it’ll be nice to have the place to yourself. It means I’ll be able to bend you over the couch or dining room table without worrying about someone coming through the front door.” He grinned down at me.

I shook my head, but smiled myself. I thought when I got involved with Dorian that I’d be safe from all the drama that comes with relationships. He was not the relationship type man, had even told me so himself. After Aiden’s betrayal, I just couldn’t risk getting hurt this soon. Why couldn’t we keep things casual? Why the hell did he have to fall in love with me? All of that was great in theory, but if I was being honest with myself, I’d fallen for him, too. That may have ticked me off more than him falling for me.

Ten minutes later we were walking into Espresso Self. It sat just across the street from Broomsticks. Dorian ordered me a mocha latte and himself a black coffee and we took a seat next to the window. My red jeep was parked along the curb across the street, which meant my past self was already inside.

“This is all so weird,” I said, taking a drink of my coffee. Its warmth slid down my throat and heated me from the inside out. I was half-tempted to stop at Duds and find a parka to keep me warm, but I hadn’t brought my purse with me.

“It’s been a weird week,” Dorian said as he stared out the window. I studied his profile, still affected by his handsome features. His dark hair was still damp and hung limply against his shoulders. His jaw was darkened by a five o’clock shadow, but it were his lips that completed the masterpiece of his face. The bottom was a little fuller than the top, and I knew from experience how soft they were.

When his head turned in my direction and his smoky eyes met mine, he asked, “What are you thinking about?”

“That day in New Orleans, you told me the payment would be yours. What does that mean? Are you in trouble?” I felt horrible for not thinking of this sooner. If the NAWC wanted to bring me in for something I had no control over, surely the man responsible would also be in some trouble. Dorian had never explained who his bosses were or really anything about his line of work.

“Don’t worry about it,” he told me, looking back out the window.

“Dorian,” I said, staring at his profile again, “tell me the truth. I want to know. I don’t want this to be one sided.” Whatever this is, I thought to myself.

He leaned his arms on the table and stared over at me. “It doesn’t change anything. Even knowing what I know now, I still would have saved your soul.”

I leaned my arms against the table like he was doing. “And what do you know?”

The corner of Dorian’s mouth twitched. “Let’s deal with saving you, and then we’ll worry about me, okay?”

I sagged back against my chair. “Why can’t you ever open up to me? I get that you’re trying to right your wrong, but in doing so you’ve put yourself in danger.” I exhaled and stared out the window to break eye contact with him. “Why don’t you trust me enough to tell me the truth?”

Dorian snorted. “Is that what you think, that I don’t trust you?” When I shrugged, he continued. “You’re one of the very few people I do trust. You’re always so forthcoming with your thoughts and feelings.”

“Then why won’t you tell me the truth?”

“Because you’re also gun-ho to sacrifice yourself if you think it’ll protect the ones you love.”

My eyes shifted to his at the way he said love. “Is it bad enough to warrant sacrifice?”

“You’d probably think so,” Dorian replied with a small smile, “but given my other option, it’s not.”

“Dorian,” I breathed, frustrated with his games, “just tell me.” We watched each other for a few long seconds before his eyes fell to the tabletop.

“I either have to reap your soul, or I’ll be stripped of my powers.” His head lifted to meet my eyes again. “And before you start taking blame, it’s not your fault. I was the one who broke the rules. Everything that is happening is a result of my greed and obsession of you.”

He reached across the table and clasped my hand, watching his thumb as it swept across my skin. “You’re worth any price I have to pay.”

I swallowed before speaking, trying to conjure words. “Who’ll strip your powers? You’ve never explained how your world works to me.” I couldn’t picture Dorian not being the Angel of Death. Would he be human then or a normal spirit walker like me? He had lived countless centuries and was immortal and all of that could disappear because he met me. Whether he thought I was worth it or not, I couldn’t turn a blind eye for what this meant for Dorian. If I lived, his entire life would change.

“I’ve told you that death is as natural as life,” he started. “There is a group of beings that keep the world in balance. The big man deals with producing life, sending souls to earth to be born, and I am responsible for their departure.” He was still staring at our clasped hands, but when his eyelashes shifted, I knew he was now looking at my face. The fog in his eyes swirled and crawled across his sockets. I swore if I stared and listened hard enough I could hear thunder.

“The Fates are responsible for helping souls find their paths, directing them. We all play our parts, balancing life. Every being—human or supernatural—plays a part, but it’s us who pull their strings.”

I chewed on my bottom lip. “When you say big man, do you mean God? Is he the one who’ll strip you of your powers and how can the world be without the Angel of Death?”

Dorian smiled but it’s not one of his genuine ones. “Everything is replaceable, even me, and yes, when I say big man, I mean the being you refer to as God. Stripping me of my powers is a generous punishment. It could be worse.”

I sat in silence for a while, processing what he told me. Every so often I’d take a drink of my coffee, happy that it chased the chill away. Dorian kept staring out the window, his focus on my shop across the street.

“Are you actually an angel?” I finally ask.

“Yes, fallen angel to be precise.”

“Will another angel take your place?”

Dorian shrugged. “Perhaps, though, there are many different vessels that can accept the gifts.”

“Gifts?”

“The powers that will be taken from me.”

I nodded, taking another drink. This was the most open he had ever been with me, so I took advantage to learn every possible thing that made up Dorian.

“After your powers are taken,” I started, “what will that make you?”

“You needn’t worry, cupcake, I’ll still be able to protect you.”

I snorted, shaking my head. “I’m not worried about myself, Dorian.”

To be honest, I was a little worried about Dorian’s ability to protect, but not me, himself. Since meeting me he’d pissed off more than a few people by playing with their souls, and I feared that he would be helpless after his powers were stripped.

“But if I die you won’t lose your powers or title, right?”

Dorian’s left eyebrow arched slightly, his eye thinning. “You won’t die so don’t go getting any crazy ideas. Don’t make my sacrifice in vain, Gwen.”

“Get that look off your face,” I told him. “I’m not planning on dying. I was just curious.”

“You should know by now that your curiosity only gets you into trouble.”

“I was curious about you upon first meeting you,” I said with a small smile. “So I guess you’re right; it does get me in trouble.”

“You like my brand of trouble,” Dorian said, his voice lowering to a sensual tone. He was right, I did like his kind of trouble. Every dark and seductive thing about him allured me. I’d been seduced by seductive men before, but Dorian was on a level all his own. His possessive and dominating nature set me ablaze in a way no other man had. I should have been jumping for joy that he loved me, but it only terrified me. While I had loved Aiden and Micah, there was something different about Dorian. If Micah and Aiden had the power to hurt me, Dorian had the power to completely destroy me. Maybe I had known his power over me all along and it was why I’d been so cautious to start anything with him, but now that I had, there was no coming back from it.

“Dorian,” I breathed, hesitating to say what needed to be said, “about what you told me when I couldn’t remember anything…”

Dorian held up his hand, shaking his head. “Don’t worry about it. I shouldn’t have said it.”

“You shouldn’t have?” I asked, relieved and a little hurt. I never claimed to be well-balanced.

“I love kissing you. I love spending time with you. I love fucking you, but it was wrong of me to say that I was in love with you. I care about you, Gwen, and maybe those emotions got twisted into something that wasn’t really there.” After he was done speaking, he watched me for my reaction. There was relief washing through me for sure, but there also something else, something that struck down each fluttering butterfly in my gut.

Collecting myself, I said, “Good. I’m happy we’re on the same track.” I took another drink of my coffee, frowning at my now empty cup. “Keeping it casual is best for both of us.”

Dorian was still watching me, an indecipherable look crossing his features. It was gone before I could analyze its meaning. He nodded. “Yeah, casual is what I do best.” His tone lacked its normal playfulness, but time caught up with us, and I was unable to think of what that meant. Right at the moment, Dorian stood up so quickly his chair nearly tipped over.

Looking out the window, I saw the reason for his alert. The rogue was walking down the sidewalk, a purpose in each step he took.
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MY BODY VIBRATED with rage at seeing the rogue. He was only three shops away from Broomsticks, three shops away from killing Gwen. I couldn’t help but think back to that day my entire world changed, the day I arrived too late and saw Gwen broken and bloody. Seeing the determination on his face, knowing what it meant, my entire body turned icy. Every ounce of warmth that had once clung to my body was now frosted over with my fury.

I told Gwen to stay in the café while I stalked across the street. The rogue wore a dirty, army-style jacket, had a sandy blonde hair buzzed cut and was so skinny I envisioned snapping his spine like a breadstick. Rogues were the minions of the Veil, a special brand of degenerates that surrendered themselves for the possession of demons and practiced dark magic. They craved the power the demons gave them, but ultimately were so used up from their demonic parasites that their lives were short ones. The humans lasted even shorter. This man looked on the verge of death already with sunken in cheeks and dark circles rimming his eyes.

I stepped into his path, ramming my shoulder into his when he stepped past me. He spun around, his lips curling up in a scowl.

“Watch where you’re fuckin’ going, asshole,” he snarled.

I wanted to take my time in killing him, wanted to drag out each second of his torture, but I also couldn’t draw attention to us. Instead, I decided to play his game.

“You the rogue sent for Gwen Sparks?”

He nodded once. “You here to claim her soul?” Since a demon was in control it was able to recognize me for who I was. Demons were on the same plain as every other immortal and could connect with us. While I could reap the man’s soul and the demon possessing him, I couldn’t kill the demon. The most I could do was send him back to the hell he’d been conjured from.

“Yes,” I told him, playing along. “Come with me.” I started past Gwen’s shop to where an alley rested between Broomsticks and the next business. “I know a less obvious entrance.” Out of my peripheral I had noticed Gwen had stepped outside the café, but I made a point not to look over at her. I wasn’t sure if the rogue knew what she looked like or not.

“You’re helping me kill her?” the rogue asked, his voice skeptical, but he continued to follow me.

I shrugged, feigning indifference. “I’m neutral. She’s marked for death today, and I have shit to do, so the quicker you get this over with, the sooner I can go about my business.”

The rogue nodded, an evil smirk sliding across his face. As soon as I got him down the alley he wouldn’t be smiling. Our footsteps crunched against the gravel as we made our way between the two buildings. A little further and I could unleash the all-consuming rage brewing inside of me.

When we reached the end of the alley I turned around to face the man. Rolling my neck along my shoulders, I let my power pour out of me. Instantly, ice began to creep along the brick walls, the temperature dropping so drastically that our breaths steamed out between our lips.

“What’s going on?” The rogue had the decency to sound afraid, though I knew he was more confused than scared. Demons were mindless creatures, which meant they had little to nothing to fear themselves.

“Did I say Gwen Sparks was marked for death?” I asked. “Silly me, I meant to say it’s your soul I’ll be collecting.”

The rogue began stepping backwards. Black seeped into his eyes, obscuring his iris so that only ebony glared back at me. He reached behind him and pulled out a double-edged dagger, the same on he had used on Gwen. Seeing it only pissed me off more. I could have easily ripped his soul from his body, but I was itching for a fight. I needed to feel his flesh and bones give way beneath my fists.

I stood with my feet shoulder-width apart, waiting for the rogue to make the first move. A smart man would have turned and ran. A smart man would have realized that no human object could kill me, but then, the rogue was neither smart nor a man. He rushed me, gripping his dagger so tight that the blood seeped from his knuckles. I smirked, welcomed his attack. My entire body vibrated with the need to beat the living shit out of this scum.

The rogue swung his blade forward in an arc, swiping toward my throat. I admit, that would have hurt like a bitch, but it wouldn’t have killed me. I anticipated the move and gripped his wrist before the blade found its home in my jugular. I twisted his wrist until his fingers uncurled and the blade clattered to the ground. Kicking out fast, my foot landed just under his sternum and he flew back a few feet where he landed on his behind. Stomping toward him, I gripped his coat in both hands and dragged him to his feet.

“You’re not supposed to interfere,” he snarled, bringing his knee up to land between my legs. At the last moment, I turned my body to the side so that his knee hit my thigh. Figures this bastard would take a dirty shot.

“Like you care about rules,” I told him, snorting. Bringing my arm back, I curled my fingers into a fist and let it sail toward his face. The crunch his nose made was the melody I’d been itching to hear. Blood erupted from his nostrils and covered his lips and chin. Then I lost what little reserve I had on my temper and began punching him. With each impact of my fists, flashes of Gwen bloody and half-alive raced through my head. The rogue tried to defend himself, but his flimsy body held no threat to me. His arms swung like wet noodles, his head lolling from side to side. Blood coated his entire face like some macabre mask.

“Dorian, stop!” Gwen’s voice echoed down the alley. Looking up, I saw her standing at the mouth of the opening, her eyes wide in horror. She brought a hand up to cover her parted lips, her eyes going to me and then to the unmoving rogue at my feet. Sill keeping eye contact with her, I stretched my arm out with my fingers splayed and sucked his soul from his body. Without a soul, a demon could not possess a body. Black smoke rose with his soul, twining around it as it tried to stay connected, but once the rogue’s soul seeped into my skin, the black smoke had nothing left to cling to. Fading in the breeze, it would be sucked back to the realm of the dead until conjured by another idiot practicing black magic.

Walking toward Gwen, I concentrated on each step that brought me closer to her. My heart protested from the exertion of the fight as the adrenaline slowly leaked from my body. As I took in her wide blue eyes and shocked face, all I could think was I would murder an entire village to keep her safe. Despite the fear in her eyes, I’d do much worse if it meant she was alive.

In the café I’d lied when I told her I didn’t mean to say ‘I love you’ to her. I did love her. It was an obsessive drug that fueled everything I did. I’d seen the fear on her face when she brought it up, the unease at having to discuss it. In my existence, I’d seen countless men and women suffering from unreciprocated love. That was the shitty thing, just because I loved Gwen, it didn’t mean she loved me. As powerful as I was, I couldn’t force that on her. So I lied, told her what she wanted to hear.

When I reached her, I fell to my knees and wrapped my arms around her waist, resting my head against her stomach. If she thought it was weird, she didn’t say anything. Instead, she raked her fingers through my hair as though comforting me. Looking up, she slowly knelt so that we were eye to eye.

“That was intense,” she said. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking as she looked at me. I’d been so angry that all I could think of was inflicting pain on the man that had killed Gwen. His body was now crumpled behind me, his face so messed up that they’d need dental records to identify him. I may have taken it a step too far but, like so many other things, I couldn’t find the sympathy to give a shit. He was dead and Gwen was safe.

Sliding my fingers along her neck, I brought our mouths together and kissed her. She placed her hands on my shoulders as I deepened our kiss, bringing our tongues into the mix. She tasted like the mocha latte she’d been drinking. If I wasn’t so exhausted from the force of power I’d used, I would have been hard. I’d never wanted a woman the way I wanted Gwen. If she’d let me, I’d have her morning, noon, night, and every hour in between. She was my kryptonite, the only thing in thousands of years that was able to penetrate me.

She rested her forehead against mine, her breathing now harder. “Come on, the spell should be wearing off soon.”

Standing, we started toward the mouth of the alley before I stopped and turned around. I held up a finger to tell Gwen to wait a minute, and turned back to retrieve the dagger the rogue had dropped. I’d call Micah and tell him to come clean up the body, but I didn’t want some kid coming along and picking up the blade.

When I turned back around, time froze as I saw another rogue standing just behind Gwen, a blade clasped in his hand. She hadn’t heard him, didn’t know she was inches away from being attacked.

“Gwen!” I screamed, rushing forward, but like the first time, I was too late. The rogue brought his arm around her neck and sliced her jugular ear to ear. Her face froze in terror, eyes wide and mouth agape as she choked on the blood spilling from her throat. It bathed the entire front of her body in crimson. I ran toward her, fury unlike anything I’d ever felt consumed every cell in me. Before I could reach her, though, the wind picked up, and the landscape began to swirl in and out of focus.

“No, no, no,” I yelled, fighting against the onslaught of wind pushing me away from her. “Our time isn’t up yet.” It didn’t matter that we still had a half an hour on the spell, I couldn’t fix what had been done.

Gwen gripped her throat, falling to her knees as blood spurted around her hand. I fisted my hands, arched my back and screamed up at the sky. I thought I had experienced helplessness before. It was nothing compared to how I felt now. Still, I fought against the wind as it picked up and shifted around our bodies. I knew it was pointless, that we’d be sucked into the future, back to Fiona and Ethan. What I didn’t know was if Gwen would be with me or buried in the Flora cemetery. The past had changed. In this scenario I hadn’t been able to restore her soul, hadn’t been able to stop her death.

As I traveled through the vortex that would bring me to the present day, I feared what kind of future awaited me.
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“WHERE IS SHE?” I asked as soon as I landed on Aiden’s foyer floor. Standing, I searched the space for Gwen. “Where the fuck is she?” Panicked, I stepped in the opening of the living room and scanned the area. It was empty. God, I’d told her that I didn’t love her, made her believe it had all been a lie, and now she would never know the truth.

“Calm down,” Fiona said. “She’s fine.”

I paused and looked down at her. “She is?”

Fiona nodded, but the look of unease on her face put me on alert. “Where is she?”

“Before I answer that, think back to that day. What do you remember?”

“Just tell me where she is, Fiona.”

She shook her head. “In order for you to understand, you need to remember.”

Annoyed, I did as she asked and brought up that day in my memory. It was weird because I had two memories of that day, the first one where Gwen was attacked in her shop and a new one where Gwen had her throat slit in the alley. I’d been there with her, gotten to her in time. Like before, Eddie had alerted me.

Using my power to jump to anywhere I wanted, I transported her to…Aiden’s. What the hell?

I knew the hospital wouldn’t be able to fix the wound quickly enough, even with the stock of vampire blood they had on hand. The recipients of vampire blood needed to give the hospital consent and Gwen was passed out. Her heart was still tapping, but just barely. I laid Gwen out on the island in Aiden’s kitchen and watched as he bit into his wrist and coated the wound with his blood. The splayed flesh began to knit back together, but by then there wasn’t much blood coming out of the wound. That wasn’t a good sign.

“She’s lost too much blood,” Aiden said, his face sallow as realization set in.

“Just heal the wound and I’ll take her to the hospital for a blood transfusion,” I told him, frantically. I could feel her soul slipping, detaching from her body, and I already knew what I would do to make sure she lived.

Ten minutes. That’s how long it took Aiden’s blood to heal the gash in Gwen’s throat. Ten minutes had never felt so long. However, that didn’t stop Gwen’s soul from lifting from her body. Aiden had been right; she lost too much blood.

“She’s dead,” Aiden said, his voice unrecognizable. He lifted his head to meet my eyes, his features hardening and accusatory. “You were supposed to protect her. What fucking good are you if you couldn’t stop her death?”

We both loved Gwen, I knew that, but I loved her more. “If you’ll shut the hell up for two seconds,” I bit out. Aiden huffed, his eyes softening when he looked down at Gwen. Her soul hovered at the end of the island.

“It’s not your time,” I told her spirit, reaching my hand out to her.

“Who are you talking to?” Aiden asked, looking to the space that I faced. “She’s here, isn’t she?”

“Yes,” I told him, “and I’m going to save her.” Clasping Gwen’s hand, I began the process of drawing in her soul into me.

“Dorian, no,” Gwen said. “Don’t make the same mistake twice.”

Taken aback, I realized she remembered two different pasts as well. This was so bizarre, but at least she knew what I was going to do.

“You know I have to,” I told her. “We’re running out of time.”

“Don’t you understand? No matter how much you want it, I am not supposed to live, Dorian. Let me go. Don’t risk losing your powers and position for something that cannot be changed.”

I snorted, shaking my head. It was just like her to be selfless in the end, think of me rather than her own death.

“No,” I told her. “I can’t.” Without further debate, I sucked her soul into my hands and placed them over her chest, releasing her soul back into her body. Working quickly, I lifted her into my arms and transported us to the hospital. If she didn’t receive a blood transfusion fast, her soul would detach from her body again.

Snapping out of my memory, I looked to Fiona for answers. If I saved her, then where the hell was she. Did something go wrong with the spell?

“She’s okay,” Fiona said again. “She arrived back here a couple minutes before you. When she told us what happened, she decided to take matters into her own hands.”

“What the hell does that mean?” I asked. “Where. Is. She?”

“She told me not to tell you, but she said to tell you that not all wars are yours to fight, to let her fight this one on her own.”

I raked my fingers through my hair, resting my hands on my head. “Where is she, Fiona? What has she done?”

Tears filled Fiona’s eyes, but a smile spread on her face. “She’s sacrificing herself to save you, to save Flora.”

It finally dawned on me that Aiden was also missing, and then all the pieces clicked together. “Son of a bitch!” I snarled. “Where did he take her?” I didn’t know if it was the tone of my voice, the fury contorting my face or the power radiating off me, but Fiona shied away from me. I didn’t want to, but I would torture her soul until she told me. Gwen would definitely hate me afterwards, but I was a madman with only one thing on my mind—getting to Gwen. I was irrational and crazed with the thoughts of Aiden trying to turn her hybrid. If it didn’t work I wouldn’t be there to restore her soul.

“You have to let her do this, Dorian,” Fiona said. “It’s what she wants.”

“And what if something goes wrong?” I growled. “Who will save her if Aiden’s plan doesn’t work?”

Indecision flashed across Fiona’s face. I could tell up until this point, she had been banking on it working out.

Using a softer voice, I said, “Tell me so I can be there if something goes wrong. Please.”

She wavered, caught between what I told her and what Gwen asked of her. I could see her resolve crumple the moment she made up her mind, and I felt my fury deflate some.

“He took her to her apartment.”

I was gone as soon as the words were out of her mouth.
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“DON’T DO IT.” Dorian’s desperation echoed through his voice, sending reverberations up my spine. I paused before turning to face him, needing that extra second to gain more courage before I looked into those churning gray eyes. Somehow I knew he’d come. He caught me as I walked across the parking lot to my apartment. I’d given Aiden the key and told him to wait inside.

The first thing I’d said upon arriving back in our present time was that ‘it didn’t work.’ As soon as I’d told them the spell had been unsuccessful, Aiden had quickly filled me in on the hybrid theory. He’d explained it to me while in New Orleans a few weeks ago. Knowing time was of the essence, I made the decision to go with him. Dorian would try to stop me if he showed up before we left.

“You know I have to,” I told him. Everything inside of me wound tightly, no slack to give me a moment to breathe. My heart thumped to the rhythm of my racing blood. The choice I had made wasn’t a choice at all; it was my last and only resort. It wasn’t a loophole in fate’s plan for me, not unless it worked. I didn’t have my sights set high for its success, but I refused not to try. If my body rejected the vampire virus, and I died from it coursing through my bloodstream, then at least my friends would know I had tried everything in my power to survive—to stay with them.

“Gwen.” My name formed as a whisper between Dorian’s lips, so light that it barely reached my ears. His powerful body now looked smaller with his shoulders slumped in defeat. I admired him from the six feet that separated us, knowing he had tried everything in his power to find a way around this. Why couldn’t he understand that now I had to do the same?

I quickly realized that this could be the last time I ever stood in his presence, and a cold shiver skipped its way up my spine. Changing my mind about becoming hybrid wouldn’t change the fact that my time was running out. It wasn’t a matter of if I died, it was a matter of when. I could feel time slipping between my fingers with each tick of the clock.

Dorian’s legs swallowed up the space between us as he moved toward me. I held myself rigid and fought off the cold lacing its way through my body. My fingernails bit into the fleshy part of my palms as I fisted my hands at my side.

“Don’t,” I warned when Dorian stood in front of me. “Don’t ask me to put myself before everyone else in the world.” Tears blurred my eyes as I stared up at him. Curling my bottom lip in, I held it between my teeth to stop it from quivering.

“You’re my world, Gwen,” Dorian confessed, his voice cracking when he spoke my name. “Tell me that means something.”

A single tear escaped my eye and slid a sluggish path down my cheek. We were both quiet as we stared at one another. The sun would be rising in an hour, yet another clock to alert me that time was running out.

“It means something to me,” I told him, “but you know better than anyone that the needs of many outweigh the wants of one, and the world needs me to do this. I’ve already borrowed too much time, caused too much chaos and pain. Please don’t ask me to continue doing so.”

Dorian’s head slumped as he stared at the ground. His tongue darted out and swiped a path across his lips. When he looked at me again, his masculine features softened. The gentle morning breeze stirred his hair across his eyes. I took a moment to study the clouds churning within them, to memorize their beauty and depth.

“Gwen…I,” Dorian started, “I cannot roam an earth where you don’t exist. You’re the one thing that has made my existence worth a damn.” He stepped even closer and wrapped me in his arms, drawing me into his chest. I lay my head against the soft leather of his coat and closed my eyes. I needed to be in this moment, feel the strength of his arms around me and the scent of leather in my nose.

“Had I known a hundred years ago that I would someday meet you, I would have celebrated the sunset every night because it would mean I was one day closer to finding you. I tried to fight against the emotions you caused, knowing getting attached to anything was pointless, but I couldn’t.” Dorian’s fingers lifted my chin so that he could see my face. “I think I knew what it meant that day I placed your soul back into your body, but I didn’t want to acknowledge its truth.” He was silent for only a few moments, but if felt like hours to me.

“I’ve taken a lot of families’ loved ones, watched the loss break them apart. I never understood it until you, until there was a chance that you may be taken someday, too. I get it now, understand how losing someone can completely wreck a person, but their pain will not compare to mine if I lose you, Gwen. Because in my very long existence, I have never met anyone who loved someone as much as I love you.”

My lungs stopped working. My heart stopped its rapid beating. My entire body paused as those words left Dorian’s lips. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be, we were supposed to be keeping it causal. I had been hurt one too many times, and Dorian didn’t do relationships. We had agreed to keep it casual. Speaking those three little words was forbidden. How dare he tell me he loved me again, and how dare me for loving him, too.

“Say something,” Dorian ordered, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t tell him that I loved him, that I had been falling a little bit each day. I couldn’t tell him that despite my luck with men, he’d been the one to make me hope again. I just…couldn’t.

I unwound myself from his arms and took a step back. Another tear escaped from my eye and dripped onto my cheek. Swallowing hard, I took a deep breath and looked up at the angel of Death. If I didn’t survive the change, would he look for love in another person? I hoped so. I hoped that now that he connected with those emotions, he would seek them in another person.

“This is my punishment then?” Dorian asked the sky, his head tilted back as he yelled up to the fading stars. “I broke the rules and now you’re taking her from me.”

“Stop,” I told him, reaching out to take his hand. Dorian’s head snapped down and our eyes connected again. His eyebrows wrinkled, and his lips hardened into a line.

“I was supposed to die that day in my shop,” I told him. “That was my expiration date. Even though you replaced my soul, I died that day, Dorian. I’ve been living on borrowed time and we both know it doesn’t last. Flora is paying for it, and that’s not right. You have to let me go.” I smiled through my tears. “Besides, maybe this isn’t goodbye. There is still a small chance that my body will accept the vampire virus.”

“I don’t like leaving things to chance,” Dorian said.

“Sometimes a chance is all you have.” I wiped away the lingering tears and got myself together, putting on a brave face when I felt anything but. I tried on a bigger smile, hoping it looked more genuine than it felt.

“Thank you, Dorian,” I said. “For everything.”

“Don’t do that,” he bit out.

“What?”

“Pretend like we’re good friends saying goodbye. Don’t act like what’s between us is one-sided. I know you feel just as strongly as I do. Don’t use this as an excuse to ignore it, Gwen.”

I laughed, but there was no humor in it. “What do you expect me to say, Dorian? That I love you?” I threw my hands up in frustration. “I love you, okay? I loved every minute with you, even the ones where you pissed me off.” My eyes blurred and I shook my head as a tornado of thoughts swirled through my head. “And giving you and my friends up is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, but it won’t change anything.”

Dorian stepped toward me, his hand coming up to caress my face. He swept a tear away with a stroke of his thumb. A flashback of the first time I saw him played through my head. I’d felt connected to him before I even knew his name, had been drawn toward him even while I was Aiden’s. We could both say that we fought falling, but neither one of us had a chance.

“It changes things for me,” Dorian breathed as he leaned down and captured my lips. He kissed me without inhibitions, without fear of what was coming—or maybe in fear of what was coming. He kissed me as though he could breathe the life that was slipping away back into me. When his hands settled on my hips, my own lifted to wind around his neck. The sensation of our bodies pressed together just felt right, like two puzzles pieces finding each other after being lost. It had always felt like that with him; he had always been that something inside of me that I lacked. I wasn’t sad to lose it because most people go their whole lives never finding what I found in Dorian. All of the times I thought I was unlucky in love hadn’t been for nothing. That tear-soaked path had led me to Dorian, and that was something to smile about.

“I have to go,” I told him, stepping out of his arms.

Dorian was quite for a couple seconds. His head shifted to look up to my apartment and then back to me.

“You’re not going without me,” he said. Reaching down, he intertwined our fingers and started toward the staircase that led up to my apartment.

“Promise me you’ll let it play out,” I told him, already knowing why he wanted to be here. He had already replaced my soul twice and had every intention of doing it again if things didn’t go his way. When he started to reply, I held up my hand to stop him.

“I’m serious, Dorian. This is what I want. Promise me.”

“You don’t understand what you’re asking me to do.”

I nodded. “Yes, I do. This is life, Dorian. We don’t get to choose our fates. The most we can do is hope for the best and watch them play out.” I reached up and cupped his cheek. “If you really do love me, then promise me.”

Dorian lowered his head and shook it. “You’re asking me to say goodbye to you when the only thing I want is for you to stay with me.”

I smiled. “I’m going to fight like hell to stay with you. I’m going to fight to live.” He lifted his head and met my eyes. “But it’s my fight, not yours.”

Resignation crossed his face, though he made it look painful. “Okay.”

“Thank you.” We walked up the staircase and toward my apartment. I didn’t know what awaited me, but an unusual sense of ease washed through my body and calmed my senses. I knew that even if I didn’t make it through the vampire process, I would still be able to see my friends. In our world, death was not the end, and I’d haunt Dorian until he grew tired of me, and then I’d haunt him a little more. The thought made me laugh quietly.

“What’s so funny?”

I shook my head, a smile still on my face. “Nothing.”
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“I’M STILL NOT sure if this will help with the magic,” Gwen said as she laid on the bed. Aiden sat on the edge while I stood on the other side. “The magic is all wonky because my soul is supposed to move on. If I’m able to become hybrid, how will it change anything?”

“A lot of people are turned vampire while near death,” Aiden explained. “They too have been marked for death, and yet, as soon as they turn vampire, their souls are wiped from the list.”

“Just like that?” she asked, looking from Aiden to me.

“I told you paths are not absolute,” I replied. “Destinies are constantly changing based on your choices. This could wipe your name from the list.”

“We should have tried this from the beginning,” Gwen said.

“You forget that this is not absolute,” I told her, my voice harder than necessary. “Your body could very well reject the virus, and you’ll die.” She spared me a look but didn’t respond.

“Are you ready?” Aiden asked.

I sure as hell wasn’t, but Gwen nodded. I wanted to stop her, knock some sense into her, but this was what she wanted, and I’d promised her to let it play out. Why the hell had I made that promise?

Aiden lifted Gwen’s wrist to his mouth and bit down. Air hissed through Gwen’s lips before her face slackened and her eyes rolled back into her head. I recognized that look, knew Aiden was injecting the venom that caused pleasure. I hated this, hated that she was feeling desire for another man. I turned my back to them and folded my arms over my chest, trying like hell to ignore the moans coming from Gwen. It was better that the pain was my own instead of hers, I supposed.

I squeezed my eyes and did something I had never done before; I prayed. I prayed for forgiveness, for Him to save her, for her to stay with me. I also prayed for strength should her body not accept the virus, strength to keep my word and let her go. It felt as though the bottom of my stomach had dropped out. My chest was tight. My heart slammed against my ribs as though it was trying to leap out to get to her, and my body temperature dropped as the unknown loomed in this tiny bedroom. The one thing that gave me a sliver of hope was Lauren. She was proof that the hybrid theory wasn’t just a myth. If her body accepted the virus then Gwen’s could too. It had to because I feared I wouldn’t be able to keep my promise. Gwen would hate me, I knew, but I’d live with her hatred if I had to. Walking away from her would be easier than burying her.

Turning at the sound of slurping, I watched as Gwen drank from Aiden’s wrist. He had his eyes closed, his hands fisted in the bed sheets. The fucker was enjoying this. His pleasure pissed me off more.

“How much longer?” I asked, staring at the floor. No one answered me, Gwen too busy with drinking, and Aiden too lost in his arousal. This was complete torture. I started pacing Gwen’s bedroom, every so often looking over at the bed. Gwen gripped Aiden’s wrists in both hands, her lips suctioned against his skin. Aiden was paler than he was an hour ago, but he kept letting her drink from his vein. Maybe if I was lucky she would drain him.

A few minutes later, Gwen dropped Aiden’s wrist and slumped against the bed, closing her eyes. Blood coated her lips, a drop falling from the corner of her mouth.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Is she okay?”

Aiden’s head lolled as though it was a feat to lift it. His eyes slowly opened as he stared down at Gwen. “She’s in a coma-like state while the virus spreads through her body. She’ll either accept it or reject it. If her body rejects it, we’ll know within a half an hour or so. If her heart is still beating after that, there’s a good chance she’ll pull through.”

Vampires’ hearts still beat, but the tempo was slower than a normal persons. They needed to beat to push the blood through their veins. Aiden would be able to hear if her heart stopped, but I would have to pay attention to her soul. So far, it was strong and attached to her body.

Aiden bent over and riffled through a small black duffle bag, pulling out three bags of blood. He bit off the end of one and tipped it up against his mouth.

“Will Gwen have to drink blood?” I didn’t really care, but I needed to keep my mind busy.

Aiden finished the whole bag before he answered me, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “Yes, but only a little every so often to feed the virus. The amount depends on the person. Lauren drinks about half a bag every week.”

“Will she be able to walk in the sun like Lauren?”

“I assume so,” Aiden replied, biting into another bag, “but it’s not like there’s a list of rules for hybrids. They’re still a very new concept.”

I stopped pacing and sat on the edge of Gwen’s bed, taking her hand in mine. She looked like she was sleeping, peaceful.

“If you or Aaron try to use her for your own selfish needs, I will take my time killing you.” I looked up, making sure Aiden knew my threat was serious. Aaron La’Rue wanted a hybrid of his own, and since Aiden was his child, if Gwen turned, she would also be linked to Aaron.

“Aaron released me,” Aiden said. “I am no longer under his control, other than the fact that the La’Rues are the vampire’s government. Despite what you think of me, I only want what’s best for Gwen. I never would have changed her had I still been linked to Aaron.”

Ignoring him, I stared down at Gwen. I silently urged her to fight for survival, for her body to accept the virus.
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There was something hard on either side of my body, restricting me from moving. I quickly realized that I was awake, remembering everything that had happened before I fell asleep. I didn’t feel any different, no vampire spidey senses. Did it not work? If so, why was I awake?

My bedroom was dark, so dark that I couldn’t make out anything other than my window where lightning flashed through the clouds. Poking at the hardness to my right, I snapped my hand back when I felt the softness of skin.

“Dorian?” The body didn’t respond, so I poked it harder. “Dorian?” I said a little louder. An arm tightened around my waist, tugging me into a chest behind me. If Dorian was behind me, who the hell was in front of me?

“Aiden?” I asked into the darkness. There was no possible way I was in bed with my current boyfriend and my ex-boyfriend. It was too weird, even for me.

“Somebody wake up.” I raised my voice, trying to wedge myself out of the Aiden and Dorian sandwich. In another lifetime, I may have found this situation erotic. Both men shot up, their heads swinging from side to side as though looking for a threat.

“Wanna tell me why you’re both in bed with me?” I asked, ignoring the vivid visuals that question stirred.

“You’re awake,” Dorian replied, his tone awed and relieved.

“Yeah, but I don’t think it worked,” I told him. “I don’t feel any different.”

“You have to drink human blood to complete the transformation,” Aiden said, swinging his legs off the edge of the bed.

“It worked,” I whispered to myself, just now fully grasping what that meant. While the thought of drinking blood grossed me out, the fact that I had survived the transformation outweighed the thoughts of vampirism.

“It worked!” I said a little louder, bouncing on the bed and laughing. Aiden got out of bed and flipped the lights, causing me to blink against the sudden brightness.

“Do you think my name was erased from the list?” I asked Dorian, climbing out of bed. I felt rejuvenated and rested, my muscles languid and tension-free.

Dorian stood up and stretched. The movement caused his t-shirt to ride up and reveal a sliver of washboard abs. I grinned when he caught me staring, arching a flirtatious brow.

“I don’t know if it fixed things or not,” Dorian said.

“I’ll call a donor for you,” Aiden said as he headed out of my bedroom. I wrinkled my nose, wondering if I had what it took to drink blood, let alone straight from the source. I was just getting ready to follow Aiden out when Dorian caught my arm and swung me around. He bent down and lifted me into his arms, my legs wrapping around his waist. He smiled wide at me, his face more relaxed than I’d seen in a long time.

“Do you have any idea how happy I am that I didn’t have to keep my promise to you?”

“About as happy as I am?” At his questioning look, I continued, “Given the choice, I wanted to live, Dorian. But you couldn’t keep bringing me back.”

“Actually, I could,” he smirked, and then leaned in to kiss me. I tightened my arms around his neck and brought my body closer to his, tasting his lips and tongue and devouring the sensations they stirred within me.

“He’ll be here in ten minutes,” Aiden’s voice came from my doorway, suddenly cutting off when he noticed that Dorian and I were in a very intimate position. Sliding down Dorian’s body, I wiped my mouth and nodded toward Aiden, avoiding his eyes. It was still weird to kiss another man in his presence. Our breakup hadn’t been that long ago and, even though it was his fault, I still felt bad he had to witness me with someone else.

“So,” I said as the three of us walked out to the living room, “are you going to tell me what both of you were doing in my bed?”

“I wanted to stay by your side until you woke up,” Dorian said. “I don’t know why he was in our bed.” He made sure to enunciate those two words, wrapping an arm around my waist. The not so subtle gesture at laying claim caused me to roll my eyes. It was obvious I was with Dorian. He made sure to threaten anyone who so much as looked at me. I’d have to deal with his possessiveness later.

“I didn’t want to leave you either,” Aiden replied, glaring at Dorian. “I was exhausted from the bloodletting and must have dozed off.” He leaned against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest. “Don’t forget,” he said to Dorian, “I was in that bed before you.” At Dorian’s scowl, Aiden smiled.

“You two are really going to have to get past your hatred towards each other,” I told them. “I’m dating Dorian now,” I said to Aiden. “And he’s my…sire now,” I said to Dorian. “Let’s all play nice to make life a little easier, okay?”

“No promises,” both Aiden and Dorian said at the same time.
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Ten minutes later a knock came from the front door. Aiden let the donor in and showed him to the living room where I sat on the couch with Dorian. My stomach was in knots, thick ropey knots that made me nauseous.

The donor was a man around my age with dirty blonde hair and bright green eyes. He was a little taller than my five-foot-seven height and had a runner’s build, lean but muscular. He wore a short-sleeved t-shirt with loose jeans. Compared to Aiden and Dorian, the guy wasn’t so much hot as he was cute.

“Gwen, this is Lincoln,” Aiden said. “He’ll be your designated donor. When you need blood call him, okay?”

I eyed Lincoln and then nodded at Aiden. This was all so bizarre, and a little embarrassing. Most donors got into bloodletting for the high the vampire venom gave them, while others did it for the money. As I looked at Lincoln, I wondered why he did it. Was he an addict or struggling to pay his rent? My eyes traveled down to his throat to search for any signs of other feedings, but his skin was blemish free.

“Hi, Gwen,” Lincoln said, reaching his hand out to me. He smiled and I noticed it made his eyes sparkle brighter.

Slipping my hand into his, I said, “Hi.” Dropping my hand, I looked to Aiden. “How am I supposed to do this? I don’t have any…fangs.”

Lincoln looked from me to Aiden, his brow furrowed. On the drive over to my apartment Aiden had told me that should my body accept the virus, I was not to tell anyone. In Flora everyone knew me as that troublemaking witch. If they found out I was also vampire, the myth about hybrids would get out, or I would be hunted and killed. By the look on Lincoln’s face, I worried I just said something that revealed my secret.

“First feeding?” Lincoln asked.

“Yes,” Aiden answered, sending me a warning look. “She hasn’t gone through the complete transformation yet.”

I visibly relaxed, but my stomach was still in knots. Dorian clasped my hand and the connection helped ground me.

“I’ll bite into his wrist for you tonight,” Aiden told me. “Lincoln, sit down next to Gwen.”

Lincoln did as he was told and sat down next to me. He placed an arm along the back of the couch and smiled down at me. Up this close, I could see flecks of blue through his green eyes, but if he thought he was charming me with that smile, he was wrong.

Aiden lifted Lincoln’s wrist to his mouth and bit down. A hiss escaped Lincoln’s lips as he brought his wrist to me. Blood pooled up out of the twin puncture wounds and made me even queasier. I could not believe I was about to do this. This was my reality now.

“Drink, Gwen,” Aiden instructed.

Hesitantly, I gripped Lincoln’s wrist and brought my mouth down to the wounds. Closing my eyes, I tried to ignore the taste of blood on my tongue and the fact that I was sucking on some stranger’s arm while my current boyfriend and ex-boyfriend watched. Weirdly enough, the taste didn’t bother me as much as I thought it would. After getting over the initial embarrassment, I sucked harder and welcomed the salty tang sliding down my throat.

“That’s enough,” Aiden said. “You don’t need much for your first feeding.”

Lifting my head, I wiped my mouth and was thankful for the curtain of my hair blocking Lincoln’s view of me, but I could feel Dorian’s eyes on me. I wondered what he thought of me now, did seeing me drink blood gross him out? He’d never been quiet about not liking Aiden’s vampirism.

“Gwen, I want you to watch this,” Aiden said. Lifting my head, I watched as he pierced his thumb on his fang and rubbed blood over the wounds on Lincoln’s wrist. The two puncture wounds slowly closed, sealing off the holes.

“After every feeding make sure you close the wounds,” Aiden instructed, and I nodded.

Lincoln got up from the couch, slipped his hand into his pocket and retrieved his cell phone. “We should probably exchange numbers.”

“Right,” I said, standing to retrieve my phone from the kitchen table. Lincoln followed me, and we read off our numbers to each other, storing them in our cells. This was like a morning after a hookup, only ten times more awkward. I mean, bodily fluids were involved and everything.

“Call me anytime you need me,” Lincoln said, grinning.

“Thanks,” I told him. I had no idea what the protocol was in this type of situation. Was I supposed to tip him?

“Thank you, Mr. Blake,” Lincoln said as he made his way toward the door. After Lincoln was gone, I covered my face with my hands and shook my head.

“That was so awkward,” I said, dropping my hands and walking into the living room.

“It’ll get easier,” Aiden told me. “You are Lincoln’s only client.”

“Should I pay him after each feeding?” I asked.

Aiden shook his head. “It’s all taken care of. He’s available to you whenever you call him. Should he not be available when you need him, call me, and I will take care of it. And most importantly, never tell him or anyone else what you are.”

I nodded, but I couldn’t help but think that I’d traded one secret existence for another. Instead of worrying about my time running out, now I had to worry about others finding out I was half-vampire. Flora was a small town where everyone either knew me or of me. Keeping this secret was going to be difficult.

“What about Ethan?” Dorian asked. It was the first time he’d spoke since Lincoln came over. “I wouldn’t put it past him to tell the NAWC.”

“He doesn’t know,” I told him. “After traveling through time, Aiden pulled me aside and told me about trying this. I then told Fiona that there was something I needed to try, but didn’t go into details about it. I hate to say this, but I don’t trust Fiona not to tell Ethan, and I don’t trust Ethan.”

Right then, the front door slammed shut, hard. All three of our heads turned toward the kitchen to find Fiona and Ethan. Fiona stood with her arms crossed and she was glaring at me.

“It’s so nice to hear what you really think of me,” Fiona said. “Do you know that I just spent the last four hours convincing my father to get the NAWC off your back? I could have been sleeping, or better yet, gossiping about all your secrets with Ethan.”

“Fiona,” I said, moving toward her, “I didn’t mean you’re not trustworthy. I trust you, but you do tell Ethan a lot of things. This particular secret is the type you take to the grave.”

Fiona snorted. She was still putting on the front of being angry, but I could see the hurt in her blue eyes. “If you told me not to tell, I wouldn’t. You know that.” She waited, and I wasn’t sure if she was waiting for me to say something or tell her my secret. There was no way I was telling her with Ethan standing right there. He was watching me with interest, like he was trying to pluck the secret from my head. Given the fact that just a month ago the NAWC was ready to go to war with the vampires, the NAWC could not find out. Ethan in particular hated vampires, and since he already hated me, he would not be happy to find out I was part witch and part vampire.

“Fine,” Fiona finally said, “don’t tell me. What do I care? I’m moving out anyway.”

“Don’t be like that, Fiona. I’m not keeping it a secret just to keep it from you.”

She held up her hand to stop me from speaking. “Come on, Ethan. We’ll stay at the Inn tonight.” They both turned toward the door.

“You’re overreacting,” I told her.

She stopped and spun around. “I’m overreacting?” She shook her head and looked at me as though she didn’t know me. “You know, before Aiden, and you becoming a spirit walker, we were close. Now everything is about you. Gwen this and Gwen that. Oh! Gwen’s in trouble again. Well, you know what? I’m sick of it.”

It felt as though she had just sucker-punched me in the gut. “It’s not like that.”

“Whatever. I’ll be by to get my things,” Fiona snapped. “Oh, and in case you were wondering, whatever secret you’re keeping, worked. Things are balancing again.” And with that, she and Ethan stormed out of my apartment.

I felt strong hands slide along my shoulders. “She’ll get over it,” Dorian said. I knew he was trying to comfort me, but I wasn’t so sure he was right this time.


[image: ]

SOMEBODY WAS SCREAMING. I shot up in bed, my heart slamming against my chest, and noticed Dorian on his knees. His back arched and lips peeled back over his teeth as painful moans traveled up his throat. He was shirtless, and I could see the ropes of muscle straining against whatever was causing him pain.

“Dorian,” I asked, scrambling out of bed. He faced my window, sunlight streaming in and casting abstract patterns against his sweaty skin. “What’s wrong?”

I kneeled beside him, reaching out my hand and then snapping it back. I didn’t want to touch him if he was in pain, but I didn’t know what to do.

“He’s paying for his infractions,” a woman’s voice said. I looked up, startled. The woman from my mirror stood near my bedroom door. Her long brown hair was half up in an intricate braid circling around her head, and she wore a knee-length green dress with small white polka dots. Now that I had my memories back, I instantly recognized her—Amara.

“This is because he restored my soul?” It looked as though something was tearing him apart from the inside out. Sweat collected along his face, his eyes squeezed shut, and muscles so tight I knew he had to be sore from the strain.

“He was warned,” Amara said. “He broke the rules, not once but twice. When it comes to you, he cannot be trusted to wield such power.”

“But we found a loophole,” I said, my eyes flicking between Amara and Dorian. “My soul has been taken care of.”

“The powers that be are more interested in his loyalty to our rules than one measly soul,” Amara stated. “His actions have proven that he will not abide by our laws.”

Tears blurred my vision. “Are you…killing him?”

Amara walked around my bed and knelt down beside me, placing a hand on my shoulder. She smiled and shook her head.

“No, my dear, we’re simply stripping him of his powers. A new vessel will take over as the angel of Death.”

“But he’s in so much pain.” My eyes connected with Dorian’s writhing body again. I felt completely useless, unable to absolve him from the torment consuming him.

“Yes, it’s very painful, but it was his choice.”

I looked up at Amara, shocked. “He chose to have his powers stripped?”

“We gave him twenty-four hours to decide. When he chose not to reap your soul, we made the choice for him. He sacrificed himself so you could live.” Amara clasped my hand. “Love truly is a wondrous thing, is it not?”

I couldn’t speak. The words lodged in my throat and refused to come out, tangled with my breath. I should have known this was a much bigger deal when Dorian told me not to worry about it. I wasn’t sure how long Dorian had been the angel of Death, but I knew it was longer than I could fathom living. I had to hope that part of his decision to strip his powers came from being tired of living for so long. If I believed he had given it all up for me…

Dorian fell onto his hands, his head hanging and his breathing harsh. I watched in horror as black smoke arose from his back. It twined up into the air slowly, stretching outward to form what looked like wings. The smoky wings stretched four feet on either side of his body, undulating and swirling. They were the most beautiful things I had ever seen. Ever so slowly, the smoke lifted upward and drifted away.

“What’s going to happen to him?” I asked, my eyes still locked on Dorian.

“He’ll be free to live and die as he chooses,” Amara replied, her voice soft.

“Will he be…human?” Flora was designed specifically for supernatural beings. If Dorian was human, he couldn’t live here. Would he go back to his townhouse in New Orleans? Would he hate being human and resent me for his choice?

“No, he’ll be a spirit walker like you,” Amara said, rising to her feet. “Look after him. It’s going to be difficult going from the power he used to have to that of your kind.” And just like that, she was gone. My eyes searched my room only to find empty space.

Dorian sat back on his heels and slowly opened his eyes, causing me to gasp. The smokiness I’d come to love was gone. His eyes were now the color of whiskey.

“Dorian? Are you okay?”

He let out a harsh exhale, his chest rising and falling heavily as he fought to catch his breath. Beads of sweat collected along his skin, his bare chest glistening against the sunlight.

When I reached out to him, he gripped my wrist and scooped me into his lap, wrapping his arms around my waist and hugging me to his body. I lay my head against his shoulder and listened to his breathing. He was so warm, not a hint of ice clinging to him. I concentrated on the rise and fall of his chest, the heaviness of his breathing.

My eyes had been closed but the sound of blood rushing beneath his skin coaxed them open. My gaze settled on the vein pulsating against his neck, causing my mouth to water. Leaning forward, I pressed a kiss to his throat. My teeth and gums ached as I thought about biting the place where I’d just kissed, seeing if he tasted as good as he smelled.

Afraid of my reaction toward him, I leaned away from his shoulder and closed my eyes. It didn’t matter though; I could still hear the rush of his blood. Lincoln’s blood donation had done its job and completed my transformation. I was now the one thing Ian Despereaux had worked so hard to turn me into—a monster.
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Read ahead for a bonus short story from Aiden Blake’s POV.

I took a vote with my street team and they decided they wanted to hear Aiden’s side of the story, what led him to make the choices he made. Enjoy!


~ Addicted ~

I TRIED TO curb my annoyance that Louis had brought an entourage with him. My house was full of low-level witches and vampires. I retreated to my office for a breather, but Louis followed along, stating that we had business to discuss. As I took a seat in one of my leather, winged back chairs, Louis sat in the one opposite from me. He hadn’t come alone, though. A woman stood just behind his chair, a smile on her lips for me.

In my pursuit to help Gwen track down the distributor of Brew, I tracked down my old friend Louis. He resided in Chicago and, like me, had a nightclub. It was through contacts that I learned he served Brew under the table. When I called him with the ruse of wanting to sell witch’s blood in Vain, he’d invited himself to Flora.

I had met Louis is Germany a hundred years ago. Like with most vampires, we hadn’t seen each other in almost ten years but still considered ourselves friends. Living lives as long as ours, time separated never hindered our alliances. While Louis was ruthless in his business ventures, I didn’t believe he was the face behind the Brew distribution, but maybe he knew who was. As callous as it sounds, the selling of witch’s blood wouldn’t bother me if not for the fact that I was in love with a witch. This new development put Gwen at risk, stuck a target on her back. One I was willing to do anything to remove.

“Should we get down to business?” I asked. Louis and his entourage had been in my home for the past day, and my patience was growing thin. Not to mention the fear of Gwen showing up to a house full of vampires addicted to witch’s blood.

“You know,” Louis started, gesturing for the woman to come around the chair. “In the day since we’ve been here you haven’t once sampled the product you wish to buy. Call me paranoid, but that’s bad business.”

“My intentions were not out of disrespect,” I told him. “I only wish to serve addicts, not become one. Some may say that’s good business.”

Louis glared at me. “The boss doesn’t trust that sort of business. You either try the product or lose our supply. I don’t need to tell you that the distribution of Brew is a dangerous one. Surely the witches will retaliate for the injustice against their species. The boss does not put his trust in just anyone.”

“You have yet to tell me who your boss is,” I said. “I’m not used to doing business without knowing who I’m in business with.”

Louis gestured for the woman to approach me. Her hips swayed as she closed the space between us. Her long brown hair was plaited and hung over her shoulder, ending just under her breasts. She wore a flimsy blue dress with a flowing skirt that hit mid-thigh and nothing else. I could tell from where I sat that she wasn’t wearing a bra, and I doubted she bothered with panties. She was pretty in an average way, nothing special about her, yet nothing displeasing either. As I stared into her eyes I couldn’t help but compare her to Gwen, which he failed in comparison.

“Drink,” Louis commanded. “And then we’ll discuss the boss.”

I eyed my old friend, knowing I was backed into a corner. I had a very important choice to make. I would either sink my fangs into this woman’s neck or refuse and lose any hope of gaining a name. From what Gwen had told me, Brew only affected younger vampires. It was this little piece of information that made my decision for me.

The woman climbed onto my lap, straddling my waist. My sluggish heart sped up as I wrapped my arms around her waist and sat up, leaning toward her. Louis watched me from his chair, his eyes suspicious.

“I drink and then you tell me who I’ll be buying from?” I just needed a name, something to tell Gwen and Micah, and then this entire Brew fiasco would be over. The perpetrator would be apprehended and everything would go back to normal. Since I only ever drank from live sources, drinking from this woman didn’t make me uncomfortable. What unnerved me was the unknown of what would happen now that the spell protecting witches blood was dissolved.

The woman leaned toward me, placing her throat within range of my mouth. As I stared at the vein pulsating beneath her skin, I wondered why a witch would sell out her own kind and serve vampires. Living for as long as I have, I knew what sort of things desperate people would succumb to. Louis probably paid her well to feed his friends and clients.

Sliding a hand up her back, I held her against me and brought my lips to her throat. My gums swelled as my fangs descended. My eyes caught on Louis right before my teeth broke her skin and hot blood filled my mouth. My eyelids grew heavy with the disparate taste. I’ve drank from witches before, but had never tasted anything like this before. The normal coppery taste was still present, but subtle against the sweetness of magic flavoring the blood. It was so good that I had a split second to wonder if I was even drinking blood. I drank greedily, my arms tightening around the woman’s body to keep her against my mouth. The woman moaned into my ear as she writhed her hips against my pelvis, but sex was the furthest thing on my mind. With each swallow, my nerve endings sparked to life and set me ablaze with the need for more. It was pure magic, wild and earthy—raw.

Addictive.

As that word wiggled its way through my head, I had a moment of clarity. I wasn’t sure how long I’d been drinking from her neck, but I knew if I didn’t stop now, I wouldn’t stop until I was sucking on an empty vein. I’d drain her dry and crave more just to feel the rush of magic twine itself through my system.

Ripping my teeth away from her throat, I shoved her backwards. She fell off my lap but I couldn’t worry about manners while my body acclimated to this new sensation overtaking my body. I felt it everywhere as though a living being possessed every inch of me. My skin buzzed as the magic rushed through my veins. Slumping back in the chair, I closed my eyes and turned myself over to the magic. It was wondrous. For the first time in over six-hundred years I felt alive.

Hands roamed up my thighs. I half opened my eyes to find the woman kneeling between my legs, and Louis smiling as he left my office. He knew this would happen, knew once I drank I would be hooked. I couldn’t seem to find the awareness to worry about it though, not yet.

The woman’s fingers began fumbling with the button on my pants. Her seduction was the only thing that penetrated through the rush. I sat up, gripped her wrist and shoved her away. My pants were tented from the hardness of my cock, but it was Gwen’s legs it wanted between. Even in my state, I knew not to cross that line.

As Gwen crossed my mind, I sobered some. I’d drank from a witch, gotten a taste of the one thing she was trying to end. And I wanted more.

“There’s more than one way I can make you feel good, baby,” the woman cooed. Her fingers brushed over the bulge in my pants, causing me to growl. With the influx of energy, I was definitely in the mood for sex, but the woman’s body didn’t tempt me as much as her blood did. Blood leaked from the puncture wounds on her neck, tempting me closer.

The woman saw me staring at her neck and smiled. If I was in my right mind, I’d say she had a death wish, but as it were, I didn’t care. The red droplets collecting along her skin caused my fangs to lengthen, and my hunger to build.

With a fingertip, the woman reached up and swiped at the blood. Still smiling, she leaned toward me and coated my lips with her blood. My mouth parted as the magic buzzed through my lips, causing them to tingle. After that I had tunnel vision, solely focused on getting more of her blood. I was frantic for it.

***

I stared down at the crumpled body at my feet, confused. Her limbs were sprawled out like a discarded doll, her eyes wide and lifeless. Her once peachy skin was now stark white, her lips blue. And her neck…

I stumbled back until the wall stopped me. My normally sluggish heart pounded with a vengeance, almost painful in its abuse. My body was abuzz with energy, power unlike anything I’d ever experienced. I could feel the magic thrumming beneath my skin, racing through my veins and awakening every nerve ending.

The office door swung open causing my eyes to shift from the dead body. Louis stepped inside, shutting the door behind him. Walking closer, his eyes caught on the crumpled form between the two chairs, and he…smiled.

“My, my,” Louis said, his voice amused. “Looks like you enjoyed your sample a little too much.”

“I…I didn’t mean to.”

“It was exhilarating, yes?” Louis asked, stepping around the dead woman to where I stood near the wall. I’m no stranger to killing, but with willing donors nowadays, killing was needless. I was old enough to know when I’d had my fill, and not to let my hunger go to the point of me becoming frenzied. However, her blood was unlike anything I’d ever tasted before. My body demanded every last drop, and I’d taken it.

Not too many things scare me, but even now, I wanted more Brew. I had just drained a woman of her blood and thoughts of getting more kept running through my head.

“This usually happens the first time,” Louis said, resting his hand on my shoulder. I shrugged him off and grew angry with his comforting tone.

“You invited her in here knowing what would happen?”

Louis shrugged. “She knew the risks when I hired her. It never works out well when one addict enables another, especially when one addiction is stronger than the other.”

My eyes fell to the woman. “She was a vamp tramp?” While the term was derogatory, it was what we called those addicted to the bite of my kind. In some ways our venom served as a drug, one that hooked most donors. Our venom was in no way as strong the magic in witches blood, but addictive nonetheless.

The woman didn’t look like the typical vamp tramp, though. Imagine the difference between high price call girls and prostitutes on street corners. Long time donors resembled the streetwalkers while this woman resembled a classy escort.

“Should we discuss business now?”

My eyes slowly lifted to Louis’ face. Not an ounce of remorse showed itself on his features, but then, why would it? She’d been a product to him, an employee he used to entice other vampires to buy Brew. I was the one who killed her, who’d allowed the addictive properties in her blood overwhelm me. Gwen would never forgive me for this. Out of everything, this was the one thing that bothered me. While I was remorseful about killing the woman, betraying Gwen’s trust was like a stake through my heart. She’d hate me.

***

A day had passed since I killed the witch. Louis left with his entourage and promised the boss would be contacting me by tonight. Before he left, Louis gave me a black business card with a phone number. No other information was on the card, just the white text of numbers. I was to call when I needed more Brew. As a new client, Louis said it was his gift to me.

I told myself I’d call Gwen once I learned who was behind the Brew distribution, but in reality, I was hesitating because I had no clue how to confess to what I’d done. One night was all it took for me to become the Aiden she loved, to the Aiden addicted to Brew. I couldn’t handle the look on her face once she realized I’d let her down.

I wish I could say I was stronger than the addiction, but I wasn’t. Killing a woman did not hinder me from wanting more witch’s blood. Today I had laid in bed but sleep eluded me. My thoughts raced from fear of Gwen finding out to tracking down a witch and feeding again. I could feel the magical buzz waning through my veins. I quickly realized that I was also afraid to be around Gwen. I’d rather walk into the sun than harm her. She’d been wrong when she told me it only affected younger vampires. I’d been counting on that, hoping it would save me from falling prey to the addictive properties of witch’s blood.

I sat on my sofa with my head tipped back against the cushions when a knock sounded at my door. My body stiffened. Gwen had tried calling me but I sent her to voicemail. If she showed up on my doorstep, there was no telling what I would do. I needed more Brew and I knew her veins were full of it, just waiting for me.

The knock sounded again. I jumped up from the sofa and raced toward the door. Placing my hand against the wood, I listened. A sluggish heartbeat greeted me. A vampire, not Gwen. Turning the locks, I swung the door open and was greeted with a blonde haired man. The corners of his mouth bent up as he pushed past me and entered my foyer. He wore a black suit with a silver button down and blood red tie. Clasping his hands behind his back, his head swiveled as he took in my home.

“I take it you’re the boss?” The man’s shoulders lifted in a subtle shrug, but the smile on his face was answer enough for me.

“And you’re the man dating Gwen Sparks?” He had an English accent. I hadn’t been expecting that.

Taken aback, I just stared at him. Fear wound itself through my body, squeezing my heart. “How do you know her name?”

A half smile. “I know many things,” he said. “Such as the fact that she’s working with Detective Micah Reynolds to capture the one responsible for Amy Harper and Bridget Downing’s murders. She also is different than other witches with the ability to speak to the dead. You two have known each other for two years, but only recently became an item.” The man walked further into my home, and then spun and faced me. “How am I doing so far?”

“Are you stalking her?” I asked, taking a step forward. “If you lay one finger on—”

The man held up a hand. “My intentions for her do not revolve around Brew. I have no plans to kill her.” Removing his jacket, he folded it over his arm and disappeared into my living room. I watched as he walked toward my built-in bookshelves and studied the items on the shelves.

“Your Gwen,” he started, his back to me, “she’s rare. She’s not like the other witches who can commune with the spirits.”

“Who told you about her and what she can do?” I asked. I blinked a few times, trying to shake my mind off of my dwindling high. This man was a threat to Gwen but in the back of my thoughts I kept thinking about calling the number to have a witch delivered to my house. Sticking my hand in my pocket, I fingered the business card while trying to pay attention to the English man. The need to protect Gwen and my need for more Brew competed with each other, which pissed me off. Gwen should have been my only focus. I was going to kill Louis for urging me to try the ‘product’.

“How I came by this information is not important,” the man said, spinning to face me. “But I have information about her that may interest you.”

“What information?”

The man walked toward me with a small smile on his face, one that was more cunning than friendly. I watched as he slipped his hand into his pants pocket and pulled out a medium sized bottle, the liquid inside an incandescent red. I could smell that it was blood, but I’d never seen blood emanate a subtle glow before.

“Brew?” The awe in my voice disgusted me.

“I will take you on as a client, but in return you will keep me updated on Gwen Sparks. Do we have a deal?”

“Why are you interested in her?”

The man cocked his head to the side and studied me. My eyes kept darting between him and the bottle he held between his thumb and forefinger.

“I plan to use her to kill someone.”

Surprised, I focused on his face. “She’s not in the business of killing people, and after she learns who you are, she’ll be even less inclined to help.”

“Ah, but she will not learn who I am until I’m ready for her to.” He didn’t phrase it as a question. “What I have planned for her will benefit you too.”

Despite how concerned I was for Gwen’s wellbeing, my eyes traveled back to the bottle of Brew. “How?”

The man uncorked the bottle and lifted it to his nose, inhaling deep. My gums ached as my fangs dropped. I knew he was chumming the waters, so to speak, enticing my focus off Gwen and onto the Brew. I hated that it was working. As soon as the scent of blood hit the air, my concern for Gwen was pushed to the back of my mind. If she ever found out about this she would have every right to hate me. I hated myself. I never thought my love for her would be overthrown by something as simple as blood.

It didn’t take me long to figure out this was Louis’ plan all along; get me addicted to Brew so that his boss could waltz in and manipulate me. Even though I figured it out, it didn’t stop their plan from working. That’s how fast the addiction to Brew worked.

The man held out the bottle to me. I think he said something but I was too fixated on the blood to hear him. As soon as my fingers wrapped around the bottle, I brought it to my mouth and poured the liquid into my mouth. My eyes closed on a long blink as the magical essence slid down my throat. The energy I’d experienced last night rushed through my veins and renewed my high, and it was glorious.

The man walked over and sat in one of my chairs, crossing his legs. I took a seat on the sofa while the Brew took over my senses.

“There’s a myth,” he began. “It is believed that a select few supernaturals can accept the vampire virus.”

I snorted. “Like you said, it’s a myth. Our virus only affects humans.”

“And why is that?”

As a vampire he knew as well as I did why, but I’d entertain his idea. “Because humans are God’s original children. They are what caused the rift between him and Lucifer. After being cast out of heaven and changed into the devil, Satan took his anger and jealousy out on humans, infecting them with his demonic virus—vampirism. The magical properties in every other species rejects the virus.”

The man smiled, his fingers tapping along the armrest of the chair. “Yes, but the key word in everything you just said is demonic virus. There are a select few witches known as spirit walkers. They can interact with and control the dead, but ghosts aren’t the only beings they can interact with. Demons exist within the realm of the dead, another dimension only spirit walkers are able to penetrate. Their connection to this realm links them to the demons.”

Pieces started clicking into place. “You think Gwen is a spirit walker.”

“I don’t think,” he said. “I know she is, one of very few in existence.”

“How do you know?”

“I have my sources.”

I stared at the man, pondering his idea. “And you think that because she can walk within the realm where demons reside that she can accept the vampire virus, turn into some hybrid? It’s an insane theory, one that puts her life at risk.” It was very difficult to concentrate on the conversation, but I forced myself to focus. What this man was suggesting was dangerous.

“People once thought flying was impossible,” he stated. “What if I told you that I’ve seen proof, that I’ve seen a hybrid?”

“And I’m just supposed to take you at your word?”

The man shrugged. “I would not risk killing one of the few spirit walkers still in existence for some pipedream. Gwen is very important to me.”

“Why not track down another spirit walker? Gwen’s not the only one left.”

“No, but she’s the strongest.”

“If you know all of this about Gwen then you must know I would do anything to keep her safe. Why tell me your intentions?”

A slow smile spread across his face. “Because you love her. Out of everyone you’ll understand. I am not the only vampire interested in the hybrid theory. Once word gets out that there’s a powerful spirit walker residing in Flora, many will come for her. She’s vulnerable.” He sat forward and rested his arms on his knees. “As vampires we’re not strangers to loss. Though witches live long lives, Gwen will not. She’s too rare not to gain the notice of those wishing to harm her. Imagine if her body accepted the vampire virus and you wouldn’t have to outlive another person you love? Her future could be as long as yours. Together you could see the world shift and change. All I ask is that she kill one person for me, and then I’ll release her.”

“Why not kill this person yourself?”

“Believe me,” he started, his tone bitter, “if I could, I would.” Standing, he put on his coat and walked toward the living room doorways, pausing. “You will not mention any of this to Gwen, understand?”

Standing, my fingers curled into fists at my sides. “I won’t betray her.”

A smug smile crossed his features. “You already have. Sooner or later she’ll find out about your new addiction. Whether she learns of the witch you drained…” He headed toward the foyer, and I followed. Just before he reached the door, he spun around.

“I will escort her to the gala tonight, claim to be an old friend of yours.”

Fuck. I had forgotten all about the gala. After asking Gwen to go and buying her a dress, I had completely forgotten about even taking her. There was no way I could show up twitchy from my Brew consumption.

“If you lay a finger on her—”

“Your threats are as empty as your loyalty toward her.” And with that, he left my house.

***

I spent the night going through all the worst possible scenarios of the man escorting Gwen to the gala. Surely she’d wondered why I hadn’t called her in the past two days, and then stood her up. Right now she may be pissed with me, but it wouldn’t compare to how she’d feel once she learned the reason behind my distance.

I took the man’s threat seriously. I knew if I told Gwen about his plan, he’d divulge that I had killed a witch. While Gwen had been working with Micah to save witches, I had killed one. In the face of desperation people do deplorable things. The fear of losing her rendered me useless. I could not risk her leaving me. Not having her as mine was unthinkable.

I spent all night thinking and found my thoughts lingering toward the hybrid myth. If Gwen could accept the vampire virus, we could live a very long life. Even though witches had a lifespan of around three-hundred years, that wasn’t enough time. When you live as long as a vampire it’s amazing how quickly time goes. I wanted to spend the rest of my existence loving Gwen. I was being selfish, I knew, but it was in the name of love. That had to mean something, right? I was just so enamored with Gwen, and had finally just gotten her to give into me. If the mysterious man hurt her in anyway, I could track him down easily and kill him. I would make sure to keep an eye on Gwen, protect her while hiding my secrets. Still, the fact that the man behind the Brew distribution was interested in Gwen gnawed at me. I had no idea why I was entertaining his ideas instead of calling Gwen and telling her everything. It was the fear of her reaction upon learning what happened that stopped me, I realized. I could not lose her.

***

The next night I gave into the addiction again and called the number on the business card. I had just gotten out of the shower when a buxom woman with auburn hair showed up at my door. I left her in the foyer and made my way back upstairs to get dressed. When I exited the restroom, she was sitting in my bedroom, on my bed—naked. I stood in the door, an eyebrow cocked at her boldness. Her breasts were as fake as her lips and eyelashes, but my eyes took a journey down her body. I had betrayed Gwen twice already; I didn’t plan to do it a third time.

“I didn’t call you here for sex,” I told the woman, walking into my room. I didn’t like that she was sitting on my bed.

“It enhances the experience for both of us,” she replied with a smile. Her bluntness didn’t stop at her naked display. She positioned her feet onto the bedrails and spread her thighs, giving me a clear view of her shaved pussy. As she leaned back on her hands, it caused her breasts to push forward. I felt sick to my stomach. I wanted to rip this woman’s head off for assuming I would fuck her. I knew my rage stemmed from my own self-loathing, but at the moment, the woman seemed like a good outlet for it.

I walked further into the room, grabbed her throat and tugged her forward. She stood up awkwardly, her smile still in place. Jesus, this woman was lecherous. My cock stirred for a moment, and then fell limp. Despite all my misgivings, Gwen really was the only woman I wanted, had wanted for the past two years. You might say my obsession.

Much to her chagrin, I only fed from her. She tried to stroke me through my pants, but I brushed her hand away. She moaned against my body, her fingers wandering along my body. The taste of her magical blood fueled my high, invigorated me. Only, I had only been drinking from her for a minute when someone knocked on my door. Annoyed, I told her to wait for me and headed downstairs to tell the intruder to leave. My mind was focused on getting more Brew, so I was a little shocked when I opened the door and came face to face with Gwen.

My God she was beautiful. As my eyes took in her short skirt, halter top, and stilettos, my cock fully hardened.

“Well, hello, my Gwen,” I said as lusty thoughts took over my focus on Brew. I stepped onto the porch and wrapped my arms around her waist. She felt so good in my arms, her body pressed against mine. Leaning forward, I trailed my nose up the length of her throat, groaning at how good she smelled.

And then I was carrying her through my house and setting her on my sofa. I didn’t know how many times I’d envisioned fucking her throughout the two years we’d known each other.

“What the hell has gotten into you?” Gwen asked, her eyes suspicious. It’d been days since I talked to her. She probably came over here expecting me to be cold toward her, maybe break things off. If I were a better man, I would have.

My eyes fixated on her bare legs, how the material of her skin fell against her skin. My cock twitched in anticipation to between her thighs.

“I find myself craving you,” I told her

She stood up and I slid up behind her, gripping her hips. Drawing her hair to the side, I kissed a path up her throat. Fuck, she smelled good. I was instantly hard for her, almost uncomfortably so. Leaning down, I trailed my hand along the bareness of his leg, moving up under her skirt. Her body softened against mine as breathy moans left her lips. She was an aphrodisiac all by herself, turning me on just being herself.

My fingers wandered to her sex, pressing lighting against her panties. It caused her moan to deepen and my cock to twitch. Everything that had happened up to this point disappeared. It was only Gwen and me, her wanting moans and my hands on her body. She was everything, eradicating everything else from my mind.

Frantic with need for her, I bent her over the armrest of the chair and ripped her panties away. The piece of black lace fell in a tatter heap at her feet. Moving my hand over the globe of her ass, I slowly trailed my hand between to the junction of her legs. I used one finger to slide along the slit of her pussy, groaning at finding her so wet. I added a finger to the mix and pushed them forward, burying them into her slick folds. Her muscles tightened around my fingers as I worked them in and out.

When I looked back on this moment I may come to realize my rash reaction stemmed from fear of losing her. I needed her to feel the connection between us, the unadulterated sexual attraction we’d been denying for two years. I wanted her mindless for me, begging for me, because I knew sooner or later she would hate me. Once she found out what I’d done she’d stop begging me to please, and start begging me to leave her alone. I couldn’t.

She tilted her hips so that her ass perked up higher, inviting my fingers deeper. I stared at her from behind, my hand working against her sex, and panic gripped my chest. She was so beautiful bent over my sofa, her short skirt up around her hips, long dark hair and breasts bouncing with each thrust of my fingers. I’d ruined everything. Any chance we’d once had had already expired; she just didn’t know it yet. But I did, and it caused dread unlike anything else unfurl inside my chest. I would make her feel desire and need for me. She’d want me tonight.

Removing my fingers, I spun her around and moved her to sit on the sofa. Lowering myself to my knees, I smiled up at her as I leaned forward and kissed her between her thighs. The soft sigh that left her lips invaded my body and overwhelmed my senses. Just that little rush of air leaving her lips grabbed ahold of me.

I loved that she wasn’t asking questions, why we hadn’t spoken for two days, why another man escorted her to the gala. Instead, she as lost in heady mixture of our attraction as much as I was. In this moment the only thing that matter was that we wanted each other.

I kissed, licked and nibbled her folds. Each time she circled her hips and moaned, I absorbed it. No words were needed for me to know she was begging for more. She craved me, wanted me, needed me.

Her legs stiffened around my face, and I thought she was about to come against my tongue. And then everything disappeared and I was sailing through the air. I landed hard on my side, my ribs cracking against the hard tile of my floor. Popping up, I snarled. I had no clue what had just happened. My eyes flicked over to Gwen to find her scowling, her eyes full of anger and…hurt.

“Who the fuck is that?” She yelled, pointing behind me.

I looked over my shoulder to find the woman I’d left in my bedroom, and she was butt ass naked. I’d forgotten all about her upon seeing Gwen. Fuck!

“Dinner,” I said with indifference. If I showed any signs of unease or nervousness Gwen would assume I cheated on her. If she only knew what I’d done was far worse.

“You are some kind of asshole, you know that? And to think, I was ashamed of kissing Micah when all the while you were playing me like a fiddle. Kudos, you really had me fooled.” Gwen bit out. Her words didn’t bother me. It was the pain in her eyes as she glared at me. She stared at me as though she didn’t know me, or didn’t want to know me any longer.

Wait, did she say she kissed her ex? Bitter anger overthrew any ounce of remorse I felt. While I’d been drowning in a pool of self-loathing she’d kissed Micah. I knew I had no room to be angry, but love was illogical at the best of times. At the worst of times it was downright stupid.

“You kissed Micah?” I asked, my voice calm—too calm. The thought of her and Micah in each other’s arms formed claws inside my chest. She started toward the door, but I made it there before she could leave. She lifted her hand to send another magical blast, but I caught her wrist. Slowly, I trailed my fingers down her palm and clasped her hand. I stared down at her as a mixture of fury and remorse wrestled with each other. It was easy to focus on her transgressions, easy to forget how much worse mine were.

“Aren’t you coming back upstairs?” My dinner questioned, her voice too pouty to be natural. I grimaced from the sound of it.

I half turned to face my dinner, but kept a hold of Gwen’s hand. “Get out.”

The woman’s eyes widened as she hurried up the stairs, returning moments later with her clothes bunched in her arms. She pushed past us, and Gwen’s scowled as the woman brushed against her body. She had every right to be pissed at me. As innocent as I was, at least where dinner was concerned, it didn’t look good. Had I walked in on Gwen with a naked man in her apartment, I would have come to the same conclusions.

After the woman was gone, Gwen struggled against my hold on her. “Let go of me.”

“Calm down,” I told her. With all the activity of the night, my patience was thinning. My body wanted two things: Brew and sex with Gwen. My dick was still semi hard and my fangs ached to break skin, while my tongue yearned for the taste of blood—Brew.

She laughed. “Calm down? I just caught you with a naked woman!” She kicked thrust her knee up and hit me between the legs. I snarled, all of the emotions of the night coalescing. Before I knew it, I had her pinned on the floor, her arms outstretched above her head. She stared up at me with fear, her blue eyes wide and her mouth agape.

Leaning toward her face, I whispered, “I’m having a very hard time controlling myself, so unless you want to end up drained, you should calm down.” I could smell the blood beneath her skin. It thrummed beautifully through her veins and beckoned me. The magic within it was strong, so strong. Gwen laid perfectly still as though the briefest movement would trigger my attack.

“I can hear it calling to me,” I said, my eyes latched onto her throat.

“Hear what?” Gwen whispered.

“Your magic. Your blood. Your body. I crave it like nothing else.”

I tried to focus on the fear occupying Gwen’s face, but I couldn’t focus on anything other than how good she smelled.

***

That night Gwen reminded me why I loved her so much. She had willingly offered blood to keep me from hurting a witch. The faith she put in me, the trust not to hurt her, was awe inspiring and reminded me what attracted me to her in the beginning.

I knew eventually she would learn the truth about everything, that I killed a witch and knew who was behind the Brew distribution, and I’d have to watch her walk away. Until that day came, I planned to do everything in my power to remind her why she loved me.
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