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      I blinked again, refocusing on the space where Never and her brother had just been. She was gone, they both were, but they hadn’t made the trip back to the human realm alone.

      “Captain?” William’s voice filtered into my stunned thoughts, and I turned slowly.

      The sense of dread that washed over me when Never disappeared now sat like a stone in my gut, only it was so much worse than just losing her back to her world.

      “What is it?” I asked, finally pinning my gaze on my first mate. That was when I realized what else was missing. It was entirely too quiet for the fight that had been raging on my deck. “What’s happened?”

      He cast a disbelieving glance over his shoulder. “They’re gone, sir.”

      “They who?” My other men? Those damned souls Never had called Lost Boys?

      “Petra and her men.”

      How long had I been standing there staring at that empty space? “How? Where?”

      “They jumped.”

      Overboard? That didn’t sound right. Not with the sun now fully hidden beyond the horizon.

      “Why wouldn’t they stay and fight?” Battling Petra and the demon’s twisted army had been a game we’d all played for a very long time. It wasn’t like the creature to run from a fight.

      I replayed everything that had happened in my mind, even those last painful moments when Leo broke down the door to my quarters and went after Never.

      What the hell was he thinking?

      Like Never, he’d vanished in the void that had pulled her out of my world. And out of my life.

      A flare of loss burned in my chest, and I closed my eyes, trying to bury the sensation. That was when the last few seconds of Never’s time here sharpened in my memory, and I saw the real threat.

      The darkness.

      I’d been so caught up in stopping Leo from interfering with her escape that the flicker of black slipping through the chaos hadn’t even registered.

      “Sir?” William asked, his voice cautious.

      Had I missed something? “Say again?”

      “I said I don’t know why they chose not to fight, only that Petra gave the command a moment after Miss Darling vanished.”

      Now that I knew what I’d seen, the demon’s retreat made far more sense.

      “I need to get to the island as soon as I can.” I glanced down at my cutlass, still slick with the blood of the men I’d cut down. Soulless men who were back on their feet in a matter of moments.

      “We’re going after them?” he asked.

      “No.” Following Petra and her army to their mountain lair was a waste of time. Continuing the fight might help me blow off some of the rage bubbling just beneath my skin, but what I really needed was information. Confirmation. “I’m going to see the witch,” I said flatly, wiping my blade on my pant leg and sliding it back into its sheath. “Now.”

      I brushed past him, ignoring the look of confusion twisting his features as I headed for the skiff.

      He fell into step behind me. “How many men do you want—”

      “I’m going alone. You stay on the ship and make sure the crew is accounted for.”

      “Sir, respectfully, do you really think it’s a good idea to visit the sea witch?”

      Probably not. She was powerful, cryptic even when she was willing to help, and she had a way of pulling a person’s deepest, darkest thoughts from their mind. But for what I wanted to know, she was my only option, short of confronting Petra directly.

      My blood was positively boiling for a fight, but a confrontation with the demon now would be short-sighted. As far as the creature knew, I was none the wiser about her little trick, and I intended to keep it that way.

      Moving to the railing, I untied the line and lowered the skiff into the water. “I’ll be fine, William. Stay. Check the men. Those are your orders.” With that, I tossed the rope ladder over and made my way down.

      Night was in full bloom as I grabbed the oars and started rowing, silently daring the sirens circling the ship to try something. I was already pushing the edge of my control. Fury at the possibility of being manipulated by the demon. Frustration and confusion surrounding Leo’s disappearance. And a sense of loss that sank far deeper than I ever would have expected.

      It was all churning inside me, just itching for an outlet.
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      “Lily?” I asked stupidly, even though I’d just watched her morph from my faithful, furry companion into a woman.

      Whether she actually heard me or not was debatable. Leo—the sun kissed, surfer boy Adonis—had her wrapped in a hug so tight, maybe she couldn’t hear anything.

      To be fair, she was clinging to him with the same kind of desperation, like they were long-lost siblings who’d never expected to see each other again.

      I shot a glance at Matty to check how he was handling, you know, everything. He was watching them too, but with a look on his face that set off tiny alarm bells in the back of my mind.

      Did he see something I didn’t?

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      His attention snapped to me, eyes flickering black for less than a heartbeat before their familiar blue returned. A chill raced through me, but when I blinked, Matty was just Matty.

      You’re seeing things, Never.

      Which, yeah, that tracked. It had been a fucked up few days, even by my standards.

      That raised another question, though: Had it really only been a few days? Hook had mentioned something about time slipping between his world and mine, but he hadn’t gotten around to explaining what that meant.

      Also, the thought of him hurt.

      It wasn’t a physical pain. Not the way a bruise was sensitive to touch, or the way a shock of fear prickled the skin. The ache that came with picturing Hook’s face in my mind was deep and heavy, and utterly irrational.

      So, I did what I did best and buried it until I could deal with it when no one else was around.

      “Matty?” I called his name again, pulling his attention from Leo and Lily. Again, for a split second, I felt like I was looking at someone else.

      A growl lifted the short hairs along the back of my neck, and I whipped around to see Leo moving Lily behind him. For a big, human-looking guy, his growl had a decidedly animalistic tone to it. A little too predatory for my liking.

      I moved to step in front of Matty, mirroring Leo’s protective stance, but his gaze flicked to me. “Get away from him, Never.” The warning in his voice kicked my pulse up a notch.

      I threw another glance at my brother, only this time, I didn’t just imagine that flicker of black. His eyes were the color of midnight, pure pitch, from corner to corner and lid to lid.

      And worse, I knew those eyes.

      A sick feeling snaked through my middle. “Petra?”

      “No,” Matty said, in a voice that was too low and raspy to be his.

      “Never, move.” This came from the unexpectedly familiar woman standing next to Leo.

      Lily. It would take me a bit to really wrap my head around that whole situation.

      I eased back a step, putting a little distance between me and my brother while discreetly slipping the hand holding the pendant behind me. “Who are you?”

      “It’s her shadow,” Leo said. He inched closer, swinging one muscled arm out to keep Lily behind him.

      “How is that even possible?”

      Matty’s chin lifted, defiance and superiority written all over that smug expression.

      “You know what, it doesn’t matter. Get out of him.”

      He moved slowly. We were all moving slowly, each of us waiting for someone else to act. If I’d thought for a second I might be able to grab him and rip that thing out of him, I would have. But I didn’t even know if he was still... him.

      Was that really my brother’s body? If it was, was he still in there somewhere?

      What if this was all one big, fucked up glamour? Or a dream?

      I shook my head against that last thought. Dreams had a different feel to them. Close to reality, but not quite. Like artificial vanilla. I would give anything for this to be a figment of my exhausted imagination, but it all felt way too real.

      I held up a hand, the one without the pendant, in an attempt to show the shadow I wasn’t a threat. Which wasn’t entirely true since my dagger was tucked in the back of my jeans. “Where’s my brother?”

      A wicked smile twisted Matty’s lips, but he said nothing.

      “What do you want?” I ground out.

      The thing had to want something, right? It wouldn’t have hitched a ride in my brother’s body just for the fun of it.

      His eyes narrowed, dropping to my half-hidden hand. The pendant suddenly felt like a hundred-pound weight in my grip.

      “This?” I held it up, letting it dangle an inch from my fingers. “If I give you this, will you get the hell out of him?”

      The pendant had done its job. It got us back to our world, and yet, the idea of giving it up hit me all wrong. It was the kind of wrong that sank into my bones, but I didn’t have the luxury of examining that feeling. Not if letting the pendant go meant getting the demon’s shadow out of my brother’s body.

      “No.” Leo’s voice boomed in my small living room. “You can’t let it have that magic.”

      “I can do whatever the fuck I need to do,” I said, my gaze bouncing between them.

      Lily stepped around Leo, either oblivious to her nakedness or utterly unconcerned by it. “Listen to him, Never. That pendant holds too much power to let it fall into the wrong hands.” Her words were calm and rational, and for a second, I saw the companion I’d shared my entire life with. The same big, brown eyes. The same energy.

      She took another step forward, and I moved instinctively, putting my body between her and Matty. Demon possession or no, no one was getting close to my brother right now. Even her.

      The next thing I knew, pain exploded on the side of my head, and I was dragged to the floor, barely managing to keep hold of the damned necklace.

      Matty was on me in a second, pinning me with his weight. I bucked hard, but it had almost no effect. Either I’d gotten weaker over the last few days, or the shadow had imbued my brother’s seventeen-year-old body with a hell of a lot more strength than it normally possessed.

      One of his hands wrapped around my neck, while the other went for the pendant. I did the only thing I could think of and shoved my hand under my own back. It wasn’t like I could risk throwing the thing.

      The move worked, sort of. The demon/shadow creature couldn’t get to it with my body on top of it, but I paid for that bit of cleverness. Matty’s weight pinned me to the floor, wrenching my shoulder painfully and smashing my fist between my back and the floor. Then my air was cut off completely.

      The grip he had on my throat wasn’t a warning. He wasn’t trying to make a point or scare me. My kid brother was genuinely trying to crush my windpipe.

      That terrifying realization hit a heartbeat before that deadly grip was ripped away, painfully, with those inhumanly strong fingers clawing at my sweaty skin as Leo’s big body slammed into him.

      “No!” My voice was already scratchy and hoarse, but I forced it.

      What if Matty was still in there? I’d talked to him in Hook’s world, right? Before this nightmare.

      I couldn’t let Leo hurt him.

      Leo hauled my much smaller brother up by his neck. The bellow of anger that had been pouring from Matty’s mouth dried up, and those black eyes flickered back to blue an instant before Leo hurled him into the television.

      “Stop!” I dragged myself up, shoved the pendant in my pocket, and grabbed Leo’s wrist before he could stalk over and smash my poor brother to smithereens. “It’s him.” I coughed on the words, my throat already swelling from the damage Matty’s hand had inflicted. “He’s in there.”

      Leo’s steps faltered, but when he looked down at me, the pity in his eyes stung. “Whatever happens, don’t let that thing get that pendant.”

      I shoved him again, and this time he did back up a step. “That’s my brother, Leo.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      With both hands firmly planted on him, I dared a glance over my shoulder. Matty was slumped on the shitty old dresser we used as an entertainment stand, with the busted TV wedged between his back and the wall.

      He wasn’t moving. If he was some powerful demonic shadow, wouldn’t he be putting up more of a fight?

      “Yes, it is.” I pushed, putting a decent amount of strength into it, trying to drive Leo back. “I get that Petra’s shadow is vying for the driver’s seat, but you’re out of your fucking mind if you think I’ll let you hurt him. And what the fuck is so goddamned special about the necklace anyway?”

      “It holds the power of—”

      “Lily.” Leo’s voice dipped low in warning. “Watch what you say.”

      She glared at him, moving around to take up a position on the other side of Matty.

      I shoved him again, and this time he did back up a step. “If she knows what it is, why wouldn’t she tell me? Better yet, why won’t you tell me?”

      His gaze seared into me. “It’s not for you to know.”

      I turned my hopes on Lily. She might look like a stranger, but everything about her presence felt familiar. It created an unsettling conflict in my brain. “Come on.”

      Instead of answering me, she narrowed her eyes at Leo. “Why can’t she know?”

      “Lil, I need you to trust me on this.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake! I just dragged three of the four of us into my living room from another realm with this damned thing.” I yanked the chain free of my pocket and held it up. “What, do you want it for yourself? Do you think you can make it work better?”

      The immature, petty part of me wanted to hurl that stone at him. To smash it to pieces. But I didn’t. If the shadow wanted it, that meant it still had power. Maybe, just maybe, it could do more than occasionally transport unsuspecting souls to a magical realm.

      Oh, and functioning as a barely passable flashlight when it felt like it.

      Leo opened his mouth to answer, but anything he might have said was lost to the pain that tore through me. It started in my low back and radiated deep into my middle. I stumbled forward, barely holding onto the necklace. A growl and a crash filled the space around me, and the look on Leo’s face turned positively violent.

      He caught me by the upper arms before shoving me behind him. Another deafening crash rent the air, but I barely noticed. All my attention was focused on the thing sticking out of my back.

      I reached behind me, almost blacking out from the pain that accompanied twisting around. Is that... my dagger?

      My knees tried to give out, but I caught the edge of the couch and managed to keep myself mostly upright. The pain was no joke, but the way the thing felt wiggling inside me damned near made me sick.

      I had enough sense to jam the pendant back into my pocket before I clenched my jaw, grabbed the handle of the knife, and pulled it free. A half-grunt/half-whimper slipped through my aching teeth.

      I’d never been stabbed with my own knife before. One point to Petra’s shadow, I thought darkly.

      I pressed my free hand to the wound, the contact and pressure sending a wave of fire radiating through me from the spot. The blade, now slick with my blood, slipped from shaky fingers, falling silently to the carpet.

      Somewhere close, a body slammed into something solid, but I couldn’t tell what. My mind was still trying to process everything, only it was failing miserably thanks to the haze of pain clouding my thoughts.

      Three different voices growled and snarled, and when I finally peeled my eyes open, I caught a glimpse of Lily sailing through the air.

      Holy shit. She can fly, too?

      That thought lasted the heartbeat it took for her to slam into the refrigerator and slump to the floor. “Nope,” I whispered to myself, swallowing against the broken, insane part of me that wanted to laugh.

      Is this what shock feels like? The muddy thoughts, the inappropriate humor. It fit.

      Blood leaked down my back and leg in a thick, hot stream.

      How much blood can a human body afford to lose and survive? A liter? A pint? My vision grew watery.

      “Stop!” That was Matty’s voice, his real voice, and it ripped my mind out of its dark spiral.

      “Matty!” I tried to scream his name, but it came out as a harsh whisper.

      He was standing close to the front door like he was planning to make a run for it. Leo was on the opposite side of the room, pulling himself to his feet.

      Matty pressed the heels of his palms to his temples. “Stay back.” His eyes were pinched shut, a grimace morphing his face.

      “It’s okay.” I reached out a hand and eased forward. “Stay with me. Fight it.”

      He shook his head again. “Stop.”

      I didn’t. I wouldn’t. He was my brother, goddammit.

      Then his stance changed, and I knew it wasn’t him again.

      The shadow pressed a fist to Matty’s chin, tilting his head to the side until an audible pop filled the space between us. Leo and Lily took up positions on either side of me.

      “We can’t let him leave,” I said, fighting to keep my voice calm.

      Matty’s black eyes scanned me up and down. “Give. It.” The thing sounded so freaking creepy. Deep and raspy and dangerously primitive.

      I spread my arms wide, grinding my teeth as the wound in my back protested the gesture. “You want it? Come and get it.”

      If I could just get my hands on him, maybe I could coax my brother back out. Maybe I could help him fight.

      The shadow shot across the room with superhuman speed, driving me back several feet and smashing us both into the wall behind me. I tried to fight him, gripping his shirt and shoving, leaving my blood smeared across the fabric, but then those black eyes went blue again.

      Shock and fear filled Matty’s expression. “Nev...” He reached a trembling hand down to the crimson staining his shirt. “Oh fuck.”

      I wanted to tell him it was okay. That I knew it wasn’t him. I knew he would never intentionally hurt me, but the words caught in my throat.

      “I’m sorry,” he said in a whisper so filled with pain it brought tears to my eyes. “So sorry.” Then he turned and darted for the door.

      I lunged after him, fire licking up my back and down my leg.

      Leo caught me by the shoulders before I’d made it three steps. “Never, wait.”

      “Let go,” I bit out. When he didn’t, I sucked in a bracing breath and tore free of his grip.
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      Cool air swirled in the darkness of the caves. The sea witch had always been fond of keeping herself hidden down here, away from prying eyes. Whether that was because she was forever trapped mid-shift or just purely from the nature of her inner beast? Well, that was anyone’s guess.

      “Eylarue!” My bellow echoed back at me, set to a symphony of waves crashing against the stone walls outside.

      “Captain.” She slithered out of the black at the far end of the cavern, her reptilian eyes glowing an eerie green in the dim light. “How lovely to see you.”

      Rue was a demi-gorgon, the forgotten daughter of Medusa and a warlock. Theirs had been a powerful union that had imbued Rue with the rare gift of a seer. If the stories about her were true, she was one of a handful in all of existence with the ability to call images from beyond the realm she inhabited.

      That was a claim I intended to put to the test.

      “The pleasure is mine,” I said, offering the witch a deep bow.

      We weren’t friends, but we also weren’t enemies. In fact, we’d found something of a working balance through the years. Though the occasions we’d interacted in that time still numbered in the single digits.

      She moved with a lazy kind of grace, weaving her long, scaled body between the stones littering the cave floor. I wondered, not for the first time, why she didn’t at least clear the space given her form. The mass of snakes crowning her head writhed and slithered, with a great many of those unsettling eyes landing on me.

      “I like the stones,” she said, a warm smile lighting her face.

      Right. I’d been so focused on getting my questions answered, that I’d almost forgotten her magic wasn’t limited to seeing. She could also hear thoughts if one wasn’t careful enough to guard them.

      “Come now, Captain. You know I would never use your inner musings against you.”

      I wanted to believe that, but we weren’t that close. Considering there was a very real chance one of my dearest friends had betrayed me, it was also possible that I wasn’t as good a judge of character as I’d once imagined.

      Still, I dipped my head respectfully, letting my hand rest loose on the pommel of my cutlass. “I appreciate that, Rue. Just as I hope you can appreciate that I’m here on a time sensitive matter.”

      Her throaty laugh filled my mind as she moved, as though she were standing right beside me and all around me at once. “Time in this realm is an animal all its own.”

      She slid to the side, taking a seat on a rough stone throne built into a rise in the center of the cavern. Shafts of moonlight spilled in through the holes dotting the ceiling, reflecting off the fine metallic details of her leather top. Her long tail caught those streams of light as well as it coiled almost lazily beside her.

      “Indeed. Which is why I’m here. I need to know—”

      She held up a hand. “Yes.”

      “Yes?”

      “Sending the shadow was part of the demon’s plan.”

      I blinked at her. It shouldn’t have been so unsettling that she knew exactly what I’d intended to ask. Still, there was no denying the unease working its way through me.

      “To what end?”

      Petra had been summoned to the human world in her physical form on many occasions, but her shadow had always remained anchored to this realm. That was the way the magic damning the demon to this enchanted realm worked.

      She shook her head gently, a hundred tiny snakes swaying with the movement. “You know the boy wouldn’t give up his soul, correct?”

      I nodded.

      “Were you aware the demon tried to take it by force and failed?”

      That was news to me, but it did offer some explanation as to why Matty had been unconscious when he’d arrived on my ship in Leo’s arms.

      Petra had once delighted in ripping children’s souls from their bodies when they wouldn’t play along with her twisted games. In doing so, it weakened the soul a great deal, which meant the power left for the creature to consume was minimal. That tiny detail hadn’t stopped her from taking what she wanted after other methods had proven unsuccessful.

      “How did it fail?” How could it have failed? Stealing souls was the demon’s specialty.

      “The boy’s tie to Wendy is just as strong as his sister’s,” she said. “Moira.”

      “Never.” Saying her name aloud tore open a wound inside me that hadn’t existed a day ago.

      Rue settled back, huffing out a small breath as she drummed her fingers on the stone beneath her hand. “I’m rarely wrong about anything, my dear captain.”

      That pulled a bitter chuckle from me. “Trust me, her name is Never.”

      She watched me with a kind of motherly affection one showed while watching someone else’s children play. Like she had a soft spot for me but wouldn’t go so far as to sacrifice herself on my behalf. “I suppose you would know.”

      I shook my head before the rush of recent memories of the woman had a chance to flood my mind and dull my senses. She was trying to pull those thoughts from me. She was gentle about it, I would give her that, but I wasn’t in the mood to be manipulated.

      “What about Leo?” I asked, a harsh tone coloring the question.

      “What about him?”

      I bit my tongue to stop the sharp retort that tried to slip out at her deliberate ignorance. “Is he part of the demon’s plan?”

      She continued studying me, but after a moment, it was as though she was looking through me. Hopefully to a world beyond the Nassa and the twisted magic of this cursed realm.

      The silence stretched, interminable seconds ticking by, testing the limits of my already tattered patience. After what felt like a lifetime, she pulled in a heavy breath and let out a disappointed sigh. “I’m afraid I can’t answer that.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      “I can see forward, not back. While I did enjoy watching the Darling woman, my vision of her was lost to me shortly before you arrived. Leo of the shifters was also lost at that time.”

      “You can’t see them at all?”

      She tipped her head to one side. “Not enough to give you the answers you seek. Unless knowing they are both still alive helps you in some way?”

      My grip on my cutlass tightened. If I hadn’t already been able to feel Never’s pull tugging at something deep in my being, that might have been helpful. As it was, I knew she was alive. Just as I would know when her time in the world of the living ended.

      We were connected now. It was a fragile connection, granted, but it was there. If she was feeling a fraction of what I was...

      I couldn’t let myself think about that. Not when I had much, much bigger problems to contend with. Like what Petra had planned.

      “Can you see what the demon means to accomplish by sending its shadow to the human realm?” I didn’t have high hopes, given the witch couldn’t see Never in her world, but I had to ask.

      Rue’s upper body rocked gently side to side, like she was listening to music only she could hear. “The demon wants to leave this place, and it is working to put all the pieces in place.”

      “What pieces? Where?”

      “In the human world, of course. A human boy with the blood of a demon running through his veins, the demon’s shadow, and an amulet containing the power of the gods. It’s a simple equation.”

      A thread of ice weaved its way down my spine. “You’re not talking about Never’s brother, are you? Is he the one who carries the blood of a demon inside of him?”

      She tipped her head toward me. “As does your woman.”

      “What?” Surely, I was misunderstanding something.

      “The original Darling made a wicked deal to come to our world.”

      Oh, I knew Wendy had been working with demons, but a demon couldn’t simply infuse a human with its blood. That kind of infection couldn’t be wished or cast or spelled into existence. The only way Never and her brother could have demon blood inside them was if they were born with it.

      Had Wendy truly been so foolish?

      Remembering the girl who’d come to Nassa riding a storm of demonic power, perhaps the answer to that question was obvious. She’d been sweet, but dangerously naïve. Though, she must have had some worldly experience to not only summon but also strike a deal with a demon capable of sending her to my cursed realm.

      Then there was the last piece of the puzzle. Calling that gruesome hunk of what looked like a raw gem an amulet was a kindness. It made it sound like a simple piece of jewelry when it was something else entirely.

      I’d sent that part of myself with Never so that she could get home. And, selfishly, so she would always have a piece of me resting close to her heart.

      It was supposed to keep safe, not put her entire world in danger.

      “You’re sure?”

      Empathy softened the sea witch’s vaguely reptilian features. “Nothing is certain, Captain. Any moment that has not already come to pass may yet be changed.”

      I’d forgotten how frustrating it could be dealing with her. Helpful and utterly unhelpful all at once.

      “The demon means to use the shadow and the power of the amulet. But how?”

      “By becoming the boy.”

      “No.” The word slipped out before I could catch it.

      Is that even a possibility?

      “With the right magic, just about anything is possible.”

      My heart sank. Opening the portal that had sent Never and her brother home had required the power of a god, or a demigod. It wasn’t unreasonable to think that the same power could have fused the shadow to the boy.

      This is bad. So much worse than anything I’d envisioned. If the shadow managed to take over the boy’s body and get its hands on my power, it could draw the demon’s physical form into the human realm.

      The catch? That kind of summoning of a powerful demon always required a sacrifice. Painful. Bloody. Deadly.

      I couldn’t let that happen. Not just because I’d been tasked with keeping Petra locked up safely on that island. The demon’s sacrifice would inevitably be Matty and losing him would kill Never. There was still a great deal I didn’t know about her, but I was certain of that much.

      In the off chance losing her little brother wasn’t enough to do the trick, the demon would gladly finish the job. Slowly and with an enormous amount of pain. Because as powerful as Petra was, she held a grudge like a school child. She would make an example of Never and make sure I felt it when it happened.

      That was unacceptable. “I haven’t spent millennia in this realm, keeping that creature locked in this tropical cell, to have it end like this.”

      Rue eased back in her seat, the tip of her tail flipping lazily against the stone. “What do you plan to do about it?”

      There was only one thing I could do. “I need to travel to the human realm.”

      She shook her head. “You know the terms of your sentence, Captain.”

      I did. Just because Never and Wendy had used my power to leave this place, it didn’t mean I could. I was bound here by a different decree, one set down by my father himself. A titan who hadn’t answered my call since damning me to this forsaken place.

      “There are always exceptions. The demon’s shadow should never have found its way back to the human world, but it did.” Maybe I could do the same.

      “Ah ah,” Rue said, raising an index finger and ticking it side to side like I was a disobedient child. “That you cannot do.”

      “Would you be so kind as to stay out of my head, Rue?” I did my best to sound polite, but inside a storm was brewing.

      “I would, but your thoughts are so very loud.”

      Thoughts were tied to emotions, and emotions needed to be controlled. Gripping my cutlass, I pulled in a deep breath and let it out slow. Then I did it again.

      “See.” She said, once again offering me that mothering smile. “You’re letting your feelings for the woman weaken you. If you’re going to do what needs doing, you’ll need to keep those walls up, Captain.”

      “And what exactly needs doing?” She knew something that she wasn’t telling me. Since she couldn’t see Never—supposedly—that meant what she was seeing would happen outside of the human realm.

      “I’m afraid I have nothing more to offer today.”

      I stood there for a long moment, staring her down as she stared right back. Her expression was one of concern, but the resolve in it was as solid as the stone throne on which she rested.

      “Is it just me, or are you being more cryptic than usual?”

      Her gaze danced across my face, her expression shifting into something more guarded. “My power has limits, the same as yours. Remember what I said. The future is not written in stone, Atlas.”

      My lip curled at the sound of my name. Since Never had used it, I’d had no desire to hear it fall so easily from another soul’s lips. Then again, I would give just about anything to hear my fiery little human call me anything. Even Hook.

      Reluctantly, I bent in a bow. “Thank you, Rue. I appreciate your help. What do I owe you?”

      Money didn’t exist in the Nassa, but that didn’t mean there weren’t other means of payment. Anything of value could become currency. It was simply a matter of demand.

      She studied me. Her fingertips resumed their steady drumming on the arm of her throne. “Call it a favor.”

      I lifted a brow. “I would be happy to pay you.”

      She huffed out a laugh. “I know.”

      That rankled, but the slip was my fault. I knew better than to deal with a bargainer like Eylarue without setting the terms first.

      Just more proof of how tangled up I was inside.

      I nodded and turned on my heel to leave.

      “And Captain?”

      I paused, only half-turning back her way. “Aye.”

      “A little friendly advice,” she said, her smile tinted with sadness. “Brace that ship of yours for a storm.”
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      This is not happening. Pain pulsed from my back. Hot blood seeped from the wound, no doubt getting all over Leo. I’d only made two more steps before he’d grabbed me again, and now I was trapped against his chest, his big arms wrapped tight around me in a suffocating bear hug.

      “Let me go,” I said, fighting a hopeless battle to break free. “I can’t let that thing have him.” I tried to twist, leading with my hips, but with every aching move, the pain siphoned off more of my strength. “Goddammit, Leo. Let me fucking go!”

      Lily hovered nearby, watching but not making a move in any direction.

      “Come on, Lily. We can’t let him get away.” I hit her with my most pleading look.

      She hesitated for a moment, glanced down at herself, shook her head, and stalked back to my bedroom.

      I wanted to scream. Instead, I stopped trying to break free of Leo’s hold. “I’ll never forgive you for this,” I said quietly.

      He let out a grunt that could have been a laugh, but that was it.

      The urge to sink to the floor was riding me hard by the time Lily came back down the hallway wearing my workout clothes and a pair of Matty’s old running shoes. She pinned her deep brown gaze on Leo. “Don’t let her leave.” Then she turned her attention to me. “You…” She glanced at the door and back at me. “If you try to follow me, I will stop looking for him to drag you back here.”

      “Where are you going?” Leo asked, his voice gruff.

      She gave me one last stern look. “Hunting.” Then she slipped out of the apartment.

      Despite her warning, I still tried to go after her.

      “Stop,” Leo said. His arms tightened around me. “You’re going to hurt yourself even more if you don’t stop fighting.”

      Hot tears sprung to my eyes. Whether they were from the pain, or what had just happened with my brother, or just the collective shitshow the last few days had been, I didn’t know. I didn’t care.

      “What will hurt is losing my brother,” I said, silently cursing everything in my world.

      I wanted to fight my way free and go after him, but I also wanted to crumple to the ground and sink into the defeat welling up inside me. As long as this stubborn as fuck golden god was holding me hostage, I couldn’t do either.

      “Lily should be able to track him easily enough.”

      “You can’t know that.” I mean, maybe the dog version of Lily could have done that, but she wasn’t a dog anymore.

      “In the meantime,” he said, deliberately ignoring my comment. “We need to do something about that wound.”

      “I’m pretty sure step one is letting me go.” I was still chock full of snark, but my energy was fading fast.

      “I will, but only if you promise you won’t try to go after them.”

      “Scout’s honor.”

      “Does that mean yes?” When I didn’t answer, he added, “Lily is my cousin. She was my best friend growing up, and I have spent most of my adult life searching for her. I walked away from my clan and spent decades working for that monster in the hopes that something, anything, would lead me to her. I just found her, Never, and now she’s out there by herself, in a world I know nothing about, searching for your brother. If you think that isn’t eating me alive right now, you’re dead wrong.”

      Well, his guilt trip game was on point.

      “I won’t try to go after them.” Until I’m bandaged up, I added silently.

      His arms loosened and fell away. “You should lie down.”

      I scanned the living room and kitchen. The place was trashed. Every piece of furniture I owned was either overturned or broken. Shards of glass glittered in the carpet, and there was blood everywhere.

      Is that all from me? I didn’t think so. Some of those stains looked suspiciously like footprints. With my eyes, I followed their path crisscrossing the living room until I turned and spotted Leo’s bare feet.

      “You’re hurt?”

      He picked up one bloody foot. “I’ll be fine.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s my line.” My voice sounded strange in my head, and when I blinked, Leo was standing right in front of me. “Whoa, buddy.”

      “Look at me,” he said, with a gentleness in the command that left me with a warm feeling in my chest.

      When I tried to focus on him, black spots dotted my vision. I felt my knees give out, but Leo was there, guiding me gently to the floor.

      “Couch,” I said, pointing to the overturned hunk of secondhand furniture.

      In no time, he had the couch flipped right side up, and the cushions brushed off and in place. He guided me over and helped me lay face down so he could get a look at the damage.

      He rucked my shirt up a few inches and tugged at the waistband of my jeans before prodding gently around the cut. “This looks like a lot of blood, but it’s not life threatening. Yet.”

      It might be if he keeps poking at it. If I’d had a breath to spare, I would have shared that threat with him, along with a few colorful phrases for tacking that “yet” on his observation. Instead, I sucked air in shallow puffs and tried to focus my watery vision on the front door.

      That was my goal. All I needed to do was get patched up, and then we could head out and find my brother.

      “Do you know how to stitch up a wound?” I asked.

      He cast me a quizzical look.

      “Are you seriously telling me you’ve never had a cut bad enough to warrant stitches?”

      He was silent for a moment. “I heal quickly.”

      Right. Of course. He was from Hook’s realm, and those lucky mother fuckers just healed up all magical like.

      “Well, we mortals don’t, and when we get a bad cut or gash, we have to clean it out and bandage it up,” I said. “In the bathroom—down the hall, first door on the left—I have a first aid kit under the sink. It’s an olive-green canvas bag. Will you grab it? And a couple of towels.”

      He stood without answering and stalked across the room.

      “This should be fun,” I muttered under my breath. Over the years, I’d gotten pretty good at stitching myself up. When I couldn’t do it on my own, I had Matty to lend a hand. But there was no way I was going to train a new guy on the job when I couldn’t even see the wound.

      He came back out with the bag and set it beside the couch where I could dig through it. I pulled out everything we needed, including a fresh new package of butterfly closures.

      “These will have to do,” I said, handing them off to him.

      Leo examined them closely. “What am I supposed to do with these?”

      I walked him through the steps, but when he was getting ready to place the first butterfly closure, a loud knock at the door made us both jump.

      The sudden movement pulled a wince out of me. My muscles were already tensing up, which meant the full effects of the coming adrenaline crash were right around the corner.

      “Never? I know you’re in there.” I recognized the voice coming through the door, though it felt like I hadn’t heard it in ages. “Come on, Never. Just open the door and talk to me.” Clint’s whiny, pleading voice took me right back to the park and the night this whole adventure started.

      “Go away, Clint!” I yelled, as best as I could, anyway.

      Leo’s lip curled up in a sneer. “Is that the guy you told us about?”

      I narrowed my eyes. That wasn’t the part of the story I’d figured anyone would pay attention to when I’d regaled him and Hook with the tale of how I’d ended up in their realm. “You remember that?”

      This time a fist pounded on the door. “Never, come on! I’m not going anywhere until—”

      Leo was on his feet and across the room before I could protest. He opened the door just far enough so Clint could get a good look at his six-foot-plus shirtless frame, which also gave my cheating ex an up close and personal view of the stacks of muscle layering Leo’s body.

      “Leave.” His voice was a low, warning rumble that raised a wave of gooseflesh across my arms. “Now.”

      “I, uh... who the fuck are you?” Clint asked, slurring his words a little.

      Was he drunk again? He might not be the best person in the world, but he usually saved the drinking for parties.

      “Trick or treat!” The cheery, juvenile greeting echoed in from the hallway.

      “What the fuck?” I asked aloud, though the question was really directed at the universe. How long was I gone?

      If I’d had any idea where my cell phone was, I would have checked that. The television was a hunk of broken glass and plastic. That left, what? My laptop, which was hopefully still on my desk in my room. But that felt like it was about a million miles away.

      How the hell did people figure out what day it was before electronics?

      At the door, Leo was saying something to Clint in a tone that would have made me shudder if it had been pointed at me. There was a small scuffle. Not even enough action for Leo to lose his grip on the door.

      He reached out with his free hand. I heard a muffled yelp followed by a thunk that shook the wall. Then he closed the door, shaking his head as he did. “He shouldn’t bother you again.”

      “Thanks?” It felt a little strange to have the guy who’d hauled me to a demon over his very muscular shoulder defending my honor. “Um, weird question, what was he wearing?”

      He gave me a quick description of Clint’s cheap pirate costume while he applied the butterfly sutures. When he was done, with a thick pad of gauze taped over the wound, I tried to sit up.

      Leo’s heavy grip on the middle of my back held me down. “You need to rest.”

      “I need to go find my brother.”

      “You gave me your word.”

      If I’d been just a shade less mature, I would have given in to the urge to punch the pillow. “I can’t just lay here. I will drive myself insane and probably take you with me.”

      The front door swung open, and Lily came in wearing a scowl. “Did you know Clint is passed out in the hallway?”

      The second Leo took his hand off me, I wrenched myself up, and instantly regretted it. “Damn,” I breathed. It was like a variety pack of misery up in my body. Aches and pains were coming from everywhere, but they all seemed to resonate in my lower back. “Did you find Matty?”

      She shook her head. “There are too many people out there. I managed to catch up with him, but when he spotted me, he disappeared into the crowd. I tried to follow, but there were too many competing scents to follow.”

      No. We couldn’t let him get away. What if we couldn’t find him again?

      My head pounded, and a fresh dose of adrenaline seeped into my system. “Then we’ll go back out.” I tried to get up, but the pain was even worse now. In a matter of seconds, my pulse was racing so fast it felt like it might vibrate into a little pool of goo.

      “Stubborn as always,” Lily said. “You know, she’s been like this since she was a kid.”

      I shot her a look. It was hard enough to reconcile the fact that the woman had been my family dog for my entire life. Hearing her say something like that, put a whole different spin on it. She’d been there, sentient, conscious, understanding.

      The realization was a little horrifying.

      “I’m. Sorry.” I huffed out, still struggling to get my body to calm the fuck down.

      She helped me shift around until I was sitting hunched on the edge of the cushion and took my hand. “You have nothing to apologize for, but you do need to listen to me. I know you’re in a lot of pain, and I know you’re worried about your brother, but you can’t help him in the state you’re in.”

      No shit. I tried to shut down the snarky voice in my head, but that bitch said what she wanted to say when she wanted to say it. Even so, it didn’t mean I had to give those thoughts a voice.

      “What I was trying to say is that I’m sorry I didn’t give you more table food,” I finally said.

      She laughed, the warm sound filling the apartment in a way that made me miss my childhood. That was a special skill, considering I’d spent a good chunk of my adult life trying to forget it.

      “The way I was, human food could really do a number on my stomach. Besides, you’d be surprised how good that stuff you fed me actually tastes. It’s no match for fresh rabbit or deer, but it wasn’t as bad as you’re imagining.” She patted my hand and leaned back, tossing a glance at Leo. “And then there’s you. I’m guessing you had something to do with the asshole passed out in the hallway?”

      He ticked his head to one side. “Just set him straight on something.”

      “Good. He’s a dick.”

      I chuckled and instantly regretted it, biting back the wince that followed. “He told me you didn’t like him. I just figured he wasn’t much of a dog person.”

      Another muffled round of kids yelling “Trick or Treat!” filtered in from the hallway, reminding me of one of my other pressing concerns.

      “How long were we gone?” I asked.

      She glanced at the clock hanging askew on the wall. “A couple of hours. I was surprised you made it back so soon.”

      But it wasn’t soon. It was three damned days.

      “Well, since I’m all patched up, why don’t the three of us head out there and see if we can get a lead on where the shadow might be heading?” I tried to stand, only to end up right back where I’d started when Lily grabbed me by the shoulders.

      “What we need to do is get you to a hospital,” she said with a stern look.

      “I’m fine,” said the big, fat liar. I motioned to the first aid kit. “Leo bandaged me up. Good as new.”

      “What do you think, cousin?” Lily asked, turning her attention to Leo. “Should we take her to a healer?”

      “I won’t go,” I said firmly.

      He pressed his lips together, though I couldn’t tell if he was irritated or amused. “Looks like no healer.”

      She glared at me, then rolled her eyes. “Idiot,” she muttered under her breath. The jab was clearly aimed at me, but a note of affection softened the blow.

      “All right, furball, what would you do in my shoes?”

      Leo barked a laugh so loud it made me flinch, which reignited the flame of agony burning up my back.

      Lily, on the other hand, was not amused. She leveled me with a look that brought back memories of my mom. You know, back when she still gave a shit about her kids.

      “I’m a shifter. I can heal myself. But you, little girl, are human, through and through.” She motioned to the bloody towels spread out on the couch. “Humans need healers. Even humans who are too thickheaded for their own good. And don’t call me furball.”

      I swallowed down my retort. I’d called her that a million times over the years, always fondly. “It never seemed to bother you before.”

      “I’m serious. If you won’t go for your own well-being, then at least do it for your brother. What good will you be to him if you die of an infection in three or four days?”

      Ouch. Hitting me in the tender bits with her blunt logic stung, but it didn’t change the fact that I hated hospitals. Or that in three to four days, I intended to have my brother back home, sans the evil shadow companion.

      I tipped my head from side to side. “Fine. If it looks like I’m developing an infection, I will go to the hospital. Until then...” I glared down at the floor. “I would love it if someone would help me stand up.”

      Leo was at my side in a second, offering his hand like a gentleman. With a grunt and a weak groan, and more than a little help from him, I made it all the way to my feet.
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      Days had passed, and the only progress I’d made toward getting to Never’s world was discovering a host of approaches that didn’t work. Frustration churned inside me like a poison, a sensation that had struck me as I left the sea witch’s lair, and I’d been unable to shake it.

      Was that a sign that I was on the wrong path?

      I probably could have conducted my search with a little more subtlety, but I’d never been more sure of a goal. Getting to Never’s world and protecting her from Petra and the wicked creature’s vile shadow was all that mattered.

      So, what was gnawing at me? Frustration and impatience were at the fore of my current emotional state, but there was something else. It was very much like an itch I couldn’t reach, buried deep inside me.

      “Anything yet?” William asked, pulling me from my darkening thoughts.

      With my hands on the helm, I shook my head. Since leaving the sea witch and her cryptic message, I’d had my eyes glued to the horizon. The closest the Nassa had come to seeing a storm was a few errant clouds riding high in the sky.

      I’d also been trying to reach out to the council of gods who had damned me to this realm. I’d tried to contact them before. Hundreds of times. The result was always the same.

      Nothing.

      I wasn’t expecting anything different this time around, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t try. There wasn’t much I wouldn’t give to know the woman who held a piece of me was safe and happy.

      “Are we going where I think we’re going?” William asked, casting a wary glance across the deck to the island looming in the distance.

      Nidus, home to most of the realm’s land-bound shifters. I hadn’t set foot on the island since Leo’s uncle had accused me of having something to do with his daughter’s disappearance. I’d told him everything I knew about Lily and Wendy in the weeks after she went missing, but I couldn’t give him the answers he wanted. For that, he’d banished me and forbade his people from working with me.

      A few of them would, however, still do business with my men. So long as it was done discreetly.

      “That we are. Luther might have an idea we haven’t considered,” I said, though I wouldn’t get my hopes up.

      “Do you think he’ll be willing to help?”

      That was the question, wasn’t it? If it were just me asking for my own purposes, the answer would be a resounding no. But now another of his precious royal family had slipped out of our world, riding Never’s coattails into the human realm.

      “With Leo disappearing in Never’s wake, I think we at least have a chance. If nothing, he deserves to know.”

      William let out a heavy breath. “Will he care after all the time Leo spent tied up with the demon?”

      “He knew why he was working her.” I adjusted the helm, taking advantage of the steady breeze catching the sails. “He only ever wanted to find Lily, and he was convinced someone in the demon’s camp would know something.”

      “Did he ever learn what happened to her?”

      I shook my head. “That was the only reason he remained at the demon’s side. No one had answers, but if anyone were to reveal anything that could give him a lead, he wanted to be there to hear it.”

      A not-so-friendly greeting party was waiting for us on the dock when we brought the skiff in a short while later. To be fair, the Jolly Roger wasn’t the kind of ship that sailed by unnoticed. We’d been able to smuggle black rum by circling round to a remote part of the island and sending my men ashore far from any established villages or docks.

      An older gentleman stepped to the head of the gathering crowd, his beard carrying considerably more silver than it had the last time I’d seen him. Shifters had the benefit of their own kind of healing magic, which meant they aged slowly, but they weren’t immortal.

      Even in the Nassa.

      “You are not welcome on my island, Captain.” Luther’s eyes glittered in the midday sun, highlighting the telltale glow in his pupils that gave away just how unhappy he was to see me.

      I offered him a curt dip of my head. “There has been a development with the demon, and I could use your help.”

      His expression didn’t change in the slightest. “The demon is your problem.”

      “The situation concerns Leo.”

      His nostrils flared, but he remained as he was with arms folded across his broad chest. “What news do you have of my nephew?”

      “Forgive me, Luther, but it would be best if we discussed this privately.” I motioned to the crowd of people gathered at his back. “And not for my sake.”

      A worried expression flitted across his weathered face, there and gone in less than a blink. “Escort the captain and his man to my home,” he said, without taking his eyes off me.

      Four men, each carrying some resemblance to the alpha, flanked us. The village looked much as it had the last time I visited. The difference was some of the tension that had been simmering back then wasn’t quite so visible now. Lily had been next in line to lead the clan and govern the island. Her loss had been felt throughout the realm, but a great deal of time had passed. Now, with Leo in the wind as well, there was no telling what effect the news of his disappearance would have.

      Luther didn’t make us wait long. He strolled into the room with an air of authority that was undeniable, but I sensed the fatigue hidden beneath the surface. “What news do you have of my nephew, Captain?”

      Rather than taking a seat, he stood in front of the chair with his hands clasped behind him and his back ramrod straight. The alpha was one of the oldest members of his clan, but he still held himself with the poise and posture of a man a fraction of his age.

      “You are aware he inserted himself into the demon’s camp several years ago, correct?”

      He gave me a brief, confirming nod.

      “He and I have kept in touch during his time there, sharing information as needed.”

      Luther’s brow winged up. So, he hadn’t known his favorite nephew had been talking with me, let alone found his way into my inner circle. I didn’t know whether that was good or bad.

      “What has happened?” he asked, showing the first hint of impatience.

      “He traveled to the human realm.” I gave him the news in a matter-of-fact tone, doing my best to smother the lingering betrayal coloring my thoughts. There was no telling exactly why Leo had made the trip, or even if he’d truly meant to.

      He recoiled ever-so-slightly. “The human realm. How? Why?”

      “The demon lured a human boy here to the Nassa, and that boy’s sister followed him here.”

      Luther’s eyes narrowed and a dissatisfied growl rumbled from his chest. I couldn’t blame him. The situation probably appeared close enough to Wendy’s appearance that if I were in his shoes, I would’ve been suspicious as well.

      “Leo helped us get the boy away from the demon, and I helped the two humans escape back to their world,” I said. “However, during their escape, he was pulled through with them.”

      William cleared his throat uneasily, but I didn’t dare a glance over. For the moment, all my focus needed to remain on the leader of the clan.

      “So, you came here to tell me I’ve lost another of my family? Is that it?” Luther asked, a thread of anger infusing his voice.

      “On the contrary. I’ve come to ask for your help. I intend to travel to the human realm and retrieve him, but I can’t get there on my own.”

      Again, William cleared his throat, and I realized the point he was trying to make.

      “To be clear, I intend to retrieve not just him, but also the demon’s shadow, which made the trip as well,” I offered.

      The alpha’s eyes went wide, then focused on me in that way only a true leader could. “The shadow? I thought it couldn’t leave this realm.”

      “This time, I’m afraid, there’s more to it. The human boy carries the blood of a demon within him. If the shadow finds a way to merge with him, it might be able to gather enough strength to break Petra free of this realm. If that happens, every decent being in the human world will be in danger.

      He studied me for a long moment. “The human realm lacks magic, does it not?”

      Yes and no. There were pockets of magic, if one knew where to look, but it didn’t always stay in one place or behave predictably. But that wasn’t what he needed to know.

      “The human woman has an amulet that holds a great deal of power. If the demon takes her brother and the amulet, it could be enough.”

      “An amulet? From our world?”

      I nodded. There was no point in telling him what exactly the amulet was.

      His gaze slipped past me, drifting to some distant space beyond the room we were in before he refocused on me, regret twisting his expression. “If I could help, I would. Unfortunately, we are anchored to this realm the same as you.” He spread his arms. “The same as everyone.”

      “Are you certain? There was a time when your clan had a traveler in its ranks. Has no one since shown that ability?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “As I said, I would help if I could. I’ve always suspected that Lily was pulled into another realm, but in all these years, I have yet to find a means of leaving this one.”

      That was news to me. In fact, aside from Leo, I’d heard most of the clan believed the alpha’s daughter was long dead. It took effort not to let my surprise show on my face.

      If Luther truly thought she’d traveled across realms, and Leo believed it too, it was possible he’d made the trip intentionally in the hopes of finding Lily.

      I offered the alpha a grateful nod. “That is unfortunate to hear, but I appreciate your time all the same.”

      He stepped forward, reaching out a hand and placing it on my shoulder. If he’d been any other member of his clan, save for Leo, he would’ve had to shift to heal from the beating I’d give him for touching me in such a familiar manner. But he and I had a history, and once, a very long time ago, we’d called each other friends.

      “If you find a way to bring them back, I will forever be in your debt, Captain. It just about killed me to lose Lily. I’m afraid my position as alpha would be in jeopardy if I were to lose another of my own.” With that, he squeezed my shoulder and walked away.

      Like the loyal clan members they were, the four guards reappeared and escorted us back to the skiff.

      We were just a few short yards away from the dock when William asked, “Do you think he’s telling the truth?”

      “Indeed.” I scanned the island’s gray sand beach as I rowed, noting just a few stragglers watching us from a distance as we maneuvered the wooden oars in and out of the water. “Family is everything to him.”

      “Is that it then?” He sounded defeated, but I wasn’t ready to give up yet.

      “Far from it. I’ll find my way to the human realm, one way or another.”
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      “Ow.” The pull of my bandaged wound stung as I pried my eyes open and tried to untangle myself from my blanket.

      An eerie yellow glow bounced across the room, snagging my attention despite my difficulties. Why is it light in here? The thought had no more crossed my mind before the light flickered out, and I paused in my battle with the blanket.

      “Hello, weirdness.” I was pretty sure there wasn’t anyone in the room with me because there wasn’t really anywhere for anyone to hide in my crappy little bedroom, but still. The light could have come from the street, maybe. If someone decided to shine a powerful flashlight up into my window.

      It wasn’t a horrible theory, except the light hadn’t been shining from the window. Or from the ceiling or the lamp on the nightstand. It was more like it’d been shining from... well... me.

      I finally yanked the blanket free, preemptively cursing the pain that would inevitably slice through my back with the effort. Only it didn’t. It still hurt, a lot, but that sharp, searing pain that had plagued me the day before now felt dull and not quite so hot.

      That or I wasn’t completely awake yet.

      Only one way to be sure. Carefully, oh-so-carefully, I pulled myself up into a sitting position. I had to suck in a breath and brace myself against the added discomfort that came with the movement. It was taxing but completely manageable.

      Letting my head hang for a beat as I gathered myself for the monumental task of swinging my legs over the edge, standing, and making my way to the bathroom, I caught the last hint of light fading from the amulet around my neck. I remembered clinging to it, feeling that desperate need to keep it safe from the wicked thing that had taken over my brother’s body. I did not, however, remember slipping the chain over my head.

      Maybe the weirdest thing was how it felt like it belonged there. Like I’d been wearing it my whole life.

      “No, actually, that sounds about right,” I whispered into the darkness. The thing was glitchy as fuck, so yeah, why wouldn’t it feel at home resting against my chest? Broken, glitchy, unreliable; those were the things I attracted in life.

      I pulled in another steadying breath, pressed my hands into the mattress, and did my damnedest to spin around without twisting at the waist. It was mostly a success. Even standing was a fraction as painful as it should have been. I was three steps shy of the door when it swung open with a very stern looking Lily silhouetted in the light from the hallway.

      “You couldn’t just ask for help, could you?” she asked, scowling down at me.

      “You’d think, after all the years we spent together, you would already know the answer to that question,” I fired back. I squared my shoulders. “And I don’t need help going to the bathroom. It’s like twenty feet away.”

      She just continued staring me down. If her plan was to block my path through the door, that might create some difficulty. I felt better than I had any right to feel, but I wasn’t in the mood to scuffle with her over something this stupid. A fact I wasn’t particularly fond of admitting to myself.

      The day before, when I’d been hell-bent on following my brother, I’d had adrenaline on my side. That was not currently the case.

      “Fine,” I said, conceding defeat. “Would you mind helping me to the bathroom? Please?”

      Her mouth quirked, lips pursing just enough to let me know she wasn’t impressed. Then she stepped aside and motioned me through. “Between the doorway and this narrow ass hallway, I’m sure you can make it the rest of the way just fine.”

      Ooo, she cusses? That was new.

      And she’s mad at me. That wasn’t new, but whenever she’d been mad at me before, she’d just grumbled her displeasure, curled up on the couch, and pretended she could hear me for a  few hours.

      “Did I do something wrong?” I asked.

      Her eyes drifted shut, and she shook her head. When she opened them, there was no missing the worry in them. “I care about Matty too, but you can’t go off half-cocked after him. The demon’s shadow might not be as strong as the demon. That doesn’t mean it’s not still incredibly dangerous. Especially for you.”

      “Why especially for me?” I asked, sounding surprisingly less breathless than I felt as I shuffled down the hall using the wall for support.

      She didn’t answer. When I craned my neck to look back over my shoulder, she was leaned against the frame of my bedroom door with her arms crossed over her chest.

      “Chatty as ever, I see,” I mumbled. “At least my pajamas look cute on you.”

      They really did. She had a couple of inches on me, but she managed to make my pink capri sweatpants and black racerback tank look like they were tailored for her.

      She lifted an eyebrow, not even bothering to look down. “You have no idea how unnatural it feels to be wearing clothes again.”

      I could only imagine. There were a thousand questions I wanted to ask, but my bladder felt like it was dangerously close to exploding.

      An hour later—at least that was how long it felt—I shuffled my way back out of the bathroom and headed straight for the living room.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Lily asked, still propped in my doorway.

      “To find my phone and my laptop.”

      “Leo!” she called past me.

      I heard movement in the living room before my own personal Adonis appeared at the end of the short hall. I knew the guy was big, but with him looming like that in the dimly space of my crappy apartment hallway, he looked downright huge.

      “Calling in the muscle to force me back to bed?” I asked with a glance over my shoulder.

      Lily ignored my taunting. “Can you help her to the couch?”

      He looked at me, then at Lily with a knowing smirk. “Yeah, I’ve got her.”

      With that, Lily disappeared into my bedroom and shut the door. That should have been strange, having some woman I barely knew closing herself in my room, but I did know her. Sort of. I knew the hellhound/dog version of her.

      Leo offered me his arm, and I took it gratefully. Once I was settled into the couch with my laptop propped on my crossed knees, I leveled Leo with a look.

      “Before I open my computer and harass every person my brother has ever met via social media and email, I have a few questions.”

      He sat at the opposite end, staring at the blank space where my television had once lived. We’d spent a good chunk of the evening cleaning up the mess from fighting with Matty—the shadow, but I had a feeling he and Lily had kept working after I’d passed out in bed.

      “I’ll answer what I can,” he said.”

      “Why did you follow us here? Into our world?”

      His tongue darted out, wetting his bottom lip before turning to meet my eye. “You mentioned Lily. I already knew you were a Darling, and it seemed like too big of a coincidence to not take the chance.”

      “She’s your cousin? As in, actual blood relative cousin?”

      “Yeah, though she’s more like a sister to me. Best friend. Call it whatever you want. We grew up together, did everything together.” His gaze slid from me to the hallway. “When we got older and had to take our places in the clan, we made it a point to meet up and spend time together at least once a week.”

      “Did you know why she came here?”

      He shook his head. “I have my suspicions, given the timing of her disappearance, but we haven’t discussed it yet.”

      I twisted a little, instantly regretting the move. He must have heard when I sucked in a sharp breath at the jolt of pain that shot through me because he turned.

      The hint of a smile curved his lips on one side. “Easy, Never. It takes a while to heal from a stab wound.”

      “No shit?” The retort was out of my mouth before I could stop it.

      He laughed. A real, genuine laugh, that turned his golden god appearance into something much more casual and inviting. The guy was hot. There was no pretending like that wasn’t a panty-combusting fact. And I was attracted to him, but what I felt for him was dim compared to what I’d felt for Hook.

      Except pining over my broody pirate was pointless. He was trapped in his realm, and I was here. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t tempted to try using that amulet to go back to his world, but I couldn’t. Not with Petra’s shadow camping out in my little brother.

      Even after this whole nightmare was over, I couldn’t picture myself leaving Matty alone in the world. And what if Hook didn’t want me to go back? It wasn’t like he’d asked me to stay. Hadn’t even hinted at it.

      I shook my head and turned my attention to the thing that actually mattered, finding Matty. Or at least a lead on where he might be. I flipped my laptop open, turned it on, and navigated to one of Charleston’s local news sites.

      Leo’s eyes went wide when the screen flickered to life, but he didn’t say anything.

      “Have you ever seen a computer before?” I asked.

      He gave his head a little shake. “No.”

      “Do you want to know what it does?”

      He scooted a little closer. “Sure.”

      I did my best to explain the magic of the internet. He seemed interested enough to learn as I checked news stories and live feeds for any sign of Matty, but I wasn’t sure if he really understood it.

      “Do you know if Lily had any luck finding my cell phone?”

      Smart work there Never. Because a guy who’s never heard of a computer will totally know what a cell phone is.

      I held up my hands in the vague size of it. “It’s about yay big, black, with a shiny screen?” I tapped the computer screen.

      He lifted his chin. “Um, there was something...” He stood and crossed the room, grabbing something off the counter by the toaster. “Is this what you’re looking for?”

      Thank Pete for small favors. “Yeah. Would you mind bringing it over here? I would do it, but I have a feeling Lily might tie me down if I try to do too much.”

      His smile crinkled the skin around eyes. “Sure thing.”

      He prowled across the room in clothes I belatedly realized I’d never seen before. Royal blue basketball shorts, a faded gray t-shirt that fit a little too tight, and running shoes that were cheap enough they didn’t have a logo.

      When he handed me my phone, I motioned to him, up and down. “Where’d you get the new clothes?”

      “Lily. She took off for a little while early this morning and came back with these.”

      Hmm. “She didn’t say where she was going?”

      He shook his head. “Just something about a donation bin?”

      Clever. I mean, she could’ve taken a hundred bucks from my admittedly limited cash stash in my room. Hellhound Lily had seen me adding to and taking from that stash a thousand times. Instead, she’d filched almost new looking clothes from a secondhand bin.

      “When you’re shifted, do you think the same way you do in human form?” I asked.

      He sank down next to me, careful not to move me too much. “It’s not the same. You still have logic and reason, to an extent, but there’s a lot more instinct involved. The animal part of a shifter will always be more primal than the human part.”

      “But you still understand what’s happening around you?”

      He nodded.

      “What kind of shifter are you?” I held up a hand. “Only answer if it’s okay for me to ask that. I don’t know anything about shifter etiquette.”

      He hit me with another one of those defense-crushing smiles. “It’s fine to ask. My animal is a tiger, the same as everyone in my clan.”

      “Holy shit. Are you serious? Like a real tiger? With stripes and fur and all that?” Meaning deadly teeth and claws.

      Instead of answering me directly, he let out a low, terrifying growl through barely parted lips. Every fine hair on my fragile human body stood on end at the sound.

      “Okay, don’t take this the wrong way,” I said, trying to think of how to word what I was about to say. “But that was terrifying.”

      His very human and enormously comforting chuckle replaced the growl. “That’s the point.

      “Wait a minute.” My brain was super slow putting pieces together. “You said everyone in your clan is a tiger? Does that include Lily?”

      His expression fell a little, becoming guarded. “I don’t know what happened to her in this world. I tried asking. She wouldn’t talk about it. But I can tell you, as someone who has seen her shift a thousand times, what she was when I arrived in this world was nothing like her real animal.”

      “But you knew it was her. How?”

      He shrugged. “She’s family.”
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      “Three weeks.” I shook my head, letting myself sink into the frustration and despair that had been trying to drag me down since the day my brother disappeared. “How the hell has that thing avoided me for three weeks? In my city?”

      Lily gave me a pitying look. In the beginning, she’d been somewhat patient. Now? She was buzzing with anxious energy, too. “You get that this is different, right? Whatever the demon’s shadow is up to, it’s found some way to stay in this realm without being pulled back to the Nassa.” She sat in one of the two remaining kitchen chairs and kicked her bare feet up on the table. “That matters.”

      I didn’t disagree, but facts were facts. My brother was still out there. And it wasn’t like that fucking shadow was keeping a low profile while it was dressed up in my brother’s body. The opposite, in fact. That evil bastard was wreaking havoc on Charleston.

      On the surface, the killing and destruction appeared to be random, until you dug a little deeper. Occult shops were ransacked. Self-proclaimed witches were slaughtered. There was a pattern, and every attack had something to do with magic or the paranormal.

      “What is it looking for?” I asked again, for probably the fifteenth time in as many days. The obvious answer was magic, but it had to be something specific because it was still out there, leaving a trail of destruction in its wake.

      Lily just shook her head again, for the fifteenth time.

      “When is Leo supposed to be back?” I jabbed the enter button on my laptop, bringing the screen to life. The browser window was open with the same five tabs I’d had open for weeks; four for local news stations and one for social media so I could check in on my brother’s friends.

      The friend thing was a long shot. I was operating under the assumption that the shadow could access my brother’s thoughts and memories. Whether I was right?

      Hey, it was a fifty-fifty chance. Better safe than sorry.

      “Any time now,” Lily answered.

      Which could mean in two minutes or five hours. Or longer. The guy had adapted to moving through the city well enough, but he was shit with time.

      I huffed out an irritated breath. I should have been out there investigating the last known sighting of my little brother with him, but try telling that to a six-foot-something Adonis who’d made it his mission in life to keep me safe.

      It was sweet. Even I could admit that, but I was the last person who needed to be handled with kid gloves.

      I was just about to flip the laptop shut again when a Breaking News banner flashed red across the screen. The video cut to a shaky, half-blurry image of an attack in progress. It was probably being filmed by some coward on their cell phone who was more interested in making a buck or getting a few—

      “Fuck.” I shot up out of my chair and glared at the screen. “This is happening right now.”

      Lily moved around beside me. Even with the condition of the video, I recognized my brother. On the plus side, I knew exactly where he was. I brushed past Lily, snagged my jacket off the hook by the door, and headed out.

      “You’re not going alone,” Lily called after me.

      “And I’m not waiting,” I threw back. I charged down the hall at a run, taking the stairs down as fast as I dared, dodging neighbors I didn’t recognize as I worked my way to the ground floor.

      By the time I was shoving through the dingy glass doors at the front of the building, Lily was right on my heels.

      “That was fast.” I glanced down to see her sporting a new pair of tennis shoes without socks.

      “Would’ve been even faster if I wasn’t in this form,” she grumbled.

      I wanted to tell her she could shift back into a dog anytime she wanted, but we both knew she couldn’t. She’d tried to shift into her tiger dozens of times. Leo had tried to shift too, but all he’d managed to do was make his eyes glow an eerie yellowish-green and elongate his canines a little. It was enough to put my hackles up, but that was about it.

      “Speaking of,” I started, breaking into a steady jog. “Have you tried again recently?”

      When I was met with silence, I tossed a glance over my shoulder. She was glaring at me like I was an asshole for even asking.

      “Every day, Never. You don’t get how frustrating it is not being able to shift. It’s a basic, fundamental part of what we are. For you, it would be like not being able to, I don’t know, skip. In your head, you know how to do it. You’ve done it a million times. But no matter how hard you try, your muscles just won’t work the way they’re supposed to.”

      Skipping? I hadn’t even tried skipping since I was a kid. We’re talking elementary school. Still, I understood the point she was making. “I’m sorry. I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

      At least it wasn’t just her. The fact that Leo couldn’t shift either had to offer at least some consolation.

      “How far?” she asked.

      “A few blocks up. Five minutes or so at this pace.”

      She picked up speed, passing just far enough ahead of me for my competitive streak to kick in, but I caught myself before I got carried away.

      “I need to be able to breathe when I get there,” I called ahead. She ignored me, naturally. “Do you even know where we’re going?”

      Lily proceeded to flip me the bird.

      Yeah, I deserved that. She’d been in the city as long as I had, and she’d spent plenty of time wandering the streets. It didn’t really matter that she’d done it as a dog, aside from the likelihood that it had given her a different perspective compared to mine.

      Both she and Leo had said there was still a wildness in them when they were shifted. If a shifter didn’t learn how to control that wildness early on, they could become feral in their animal form. It was rare, supposedly, but I could help wondering what decades trapped in her animal form, the wrong animal form, might have done to Lily.

      Something about the human world had twisted her magic. That or Wendy had done something to her to lock her in that form. After what she’d told me about my family, I wouldn’t put it past her. Lily had seen it all, literally. From my great-grandmother to my grandmother to my own flighty ass mom; she’d been there.

      It was strange to think about just how much she’d seen in her life, including things I probably wouldn’t have let another human see. She’d seen me at my lowest. Comforted me when I was in tears.

      A few weeks wasn’t even close to enough time to reconcile all of that with the woman I was dealing with now.

      “Lily, could you slow down?” It wasn’t just that I didn’t want to be completely winded when I got there. I also didn’t know what to expect. Would Matty even recognize me at this point?

      She must have heard the concern in my voice, because she fell back until we were keeping pace. Yes, I wanted to sprint. I wanted to be there already, but I had to be realistic. I’d already charged into a half-dozen situations where I expected to find my brother, only to be met with destruction and bloodshed. No brother in sight.

      The constant failures were wearing on me.

      We rounded the corner and skidded to a halt. My hand moved automatically to where the pendant hung from a chain around my neck. I tucked it inside my shirt, but it wasn’t like the demon wouldn’t know what was dangling at the end of that chain.

      I’d taken the thing off once, and the pull to put it back on had clawed so strongly at me that I’d caved halfway through the night.

      “Matty?” His name was out of my mouth before my brain had enough time to come up with a plan for dealing with the situation. Or before it even had a chance to really assess the situation.

      It was the first time I’d seen my brother in the flesh in weeks, but when he turned at the sound of my voice, I wasn’t dealing with Matty.

      “You.” The thing all but hissed the word at me.

      “Me.” I nodded. This would have been the time for some clever, snarky remark, but I had nothing. Just seeing my brother with those ink black eyes stole the air from my lungs.

      How the hell was I going to get that thing out of him? Would my brother still be there, even if I somehow managed that feat?

      Lily moved away from me, not-so-subtly lining up to flank him. He didn’t seem to care. Those black eyes zeroed in on me, then slid down to my chest. He took a slow, predatory step forward, and that was when I saw the blood coating his hands.

      A quick glance behind him showed me at least three bodies on the ground. It might have been more, but it was hard to tell with all the pieces scattered here and there.

      My stomach rolled. Not because of the sight or the death, but because if Matty was still alive, and awake in his own body, he’d seen himself doing all of... that.

      My brother was a lot of things, but he wasn’t a killer.

      “What is your deal, shadow? What the hell are you looking for?” I asked, unable to bear even a second more of the staring contest.

      “Give. It.” He reached out with one red-streaked hand, opening and closing his fingers.

      A shiver rippled across the back of my neck. “Come and get it.” It took every ounce of my focus to keep my eyes on Matty when I caught Lily moving in my periphery.

      With the demon’s shadow attention on me, maybe we could—

      “Stop.” The thing shot a glare at Lily.

      Lily stilled, keeping her eyes trained on my brother.

      Okay, so the thing wasn’t an idiot. That didn’t mean we couldn’t manipulate the shit out of it.

      “Why don’t you come with us?” I asked. “We can get you something to eat, give you a nice soft bed to sleep in.” Maybe slip a shit ton of sleeping pills into his food and chain him down.

      A wicked, toothy smile split my brother’s face into something monstrous. “Not hungry.” He motioned to the bodies behind him, and it was all I could do not to react when my stomach churned violently at what the creature had just implied.

      Swallowing hard, willing the bile back down, I eased forward a step. “Matty? Can you hear me?” I was done talking with the shadow. That thing was as evil as anything I’d seen, but if I could just get through to my brother.

      His black eyes narrowed, then his head tilted to one side. “Not here.”

      Ice sliced through my heart. Was that piece of shit saying what I thought it was?

      “Don’t listen to it, Never,” Lily warned, inching closer. “He’s still in there.”

      I wanted to believe that. Really and truly, with every fiber of my being. If I could just get a glimmer of proof. Anything.

      I took another step toward the creature. Its gaze darted between me and Lily like it was deciding who was the bigger threat.

      Honestly, it was Lily. Because as long as that bastard was camped out in my brother’s body, I was at a disadvantage.

      I didn’t know if I could kill it if it came to that. Not if it meant killing my brother.

      The yawning pit of sorrow in my middle reinforced that truth.

      “Matty, come on, kid. Talk to me,” I said quietly. “Give me something.”

      The expression on his face softened, just a touch, before his eyes melted from black to blue. “Never, don’t—”

      The next twenty seconds were a blur of action and screaming and panic. He charged me, and despite my years of fighting demons, I let him drive me back because my brother was in there.

      Lily launched at him from my right, tackling him to the ground with a vicious snarl. I crouched, snagged my blade from my boot, and then I just stood there, frozen, knowing what I needed to do but unable to act.

      A pained yelp filled the air, and Lily scrambled back, blood pouring from a wound on her shoulder. Matty’s mouth was dripping red. That was what snapped me out of my cowardice. I didn’t want to kill him, but I couldn’t let that thing keep hurting and slaughtering people.

      I darted forward, slicing low with the blade, feeling equal parts satisfied and horrified when I felt it drag across my brother’s thigh.

      The bellow that echoed off the neighboring brick walls was anything but human, and I had only a second to register the sound before I was on the ground, with Matty on top of me, using his newly superior strength to grab my wrist and twist until the blade in my hand was pointed directly at my chest.

      “No,” I ground out, gritting my teeth and putting everything I had into pushing back against the force trying to drive that blade into my heart.

      His face was twisted in a cruel, gleeful expression that made my skin crawl. Then again, that might have been the panic racing through every vein in my body. My arms shook with the effort to keep the blade from plunging into my chest, but I was losing the battle.

      The tip of the blade slid into my skin, burning as blood welled around it.

      “Mathew Michael Hinkins,” I hissed. “Get your ass out here this moment.” It was the only thing I could think to say that might drag my brother forward.

      Probably wishful thinking.

      He laughed. He still sounded like a stranger, but then there was a flicker of... something. Just a tiny moment of hesitation. I shoved with everything I had. At the same time, Lily crashed into Matty, driving him into the wall beside me.

      The blade clattered to the concrete, and I scrambled to my feet, snagging it off the ground despite the blood pounding so hard through my body that my heartbeat was the only thing I could hear. Matty was on his feet a split second later, charging me, and I did the only thing I could do.

      The blade caught him first across the chest, but it didn’t even seem to faze him. I stumbled back, and when he came at me again, instinct took over. I drove the blade hard into his stomach. The motion of twisting the blade was pure muscle memory. Acid burned up my throat, but still, the monster driving my little brother’s body barely flinched.

      I backed away, feeling woozy. Had I really just stabbed Matty?

      A deep red patch bloomed across his middle, matching the slice on his chest and the gash on his thigh. The other two wounds were superficial. The stomach wound? That was a little more serious.

      My knees threatened to fail me. Hot tears pricked my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. “Get the fuck out of him!”

      The shadow cast a curious glance down at the blade protruding from his middle. The same blade the creature had stabbed me with just a few weeks earlier. In a movement too quick for my brain to process, it yanked the blade free and hurled it at Lily.

      “No!” I lunged.

      Too late.

      Her cry of pain bounced off the walls. She fought to pull the blade out of her already mangled shoulder. “Goddamn, that burns.” The blade hit the ground again as I rushed to put myself between them. The thing hiding in my brother would have to go through me before it got another shot at her.

      But he was gone. Not like running down the sidewalk in retreat, either. Actually gone.

      I scanned the street in front and behind us, letting my gaze trail up the walls and trace the lines of the rooftops, just in case. But there was nothing.

      “How the hell did he do that?”

      An angry growl sounded from behind me, and I turned to find a full-grown tiger crouching in the place of Lily.

      “Oh, fuck me.” I grabbed the amulet around my neck.

      Could I catch a single fucking break? Just one. Or had I offended the universe so deeply that it saw fit to thwart me at every turn? 

      Tiger Lily stalked forward, a low growl rumbling from her.

      Of all the thoughts that should have filled my mind—like wishing for help, or for the universe to turn Lily back into a woman, or to bring my brother back without that fucking shadow camping out inside him—the only thought in my head was of Hook. His amber eyes and dark hair. His fucking smirk that I would never forget, no matter how hard I tried. Even the look of fury on his face when he’d charged into his room just before I’d landed in my living room.

      I missed everything about him, and a weak, heartbroken part of me just wanted to run into his arms and pretend my life wasn’t falling apart.

      Warmth spread through my palm, and when I dared a glance down, that goddamned glitchy pendant was lit up like a jar full of fireflies.
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      My head throbbed, an unwelcome side effect of the enchanted rum I’d drunk the night before. I’d lost count of the days that’d passed since Never had left my world and I’d discovered the demon’s shadow had followed her on the trip.

      Months had passed. Possibly years.

      I wouldn’t admit to myself that I’d given up, but I’d been dead in the water for too long. I’d tried everything, every option I could think of, and nothing had worked. Even with my power, I couldn’t summon a portal or flash myself anywhere.

      I sat up in bed, cursing the hangover that would no doubt plague me the rest of the morning. In truth, my black rum hangover was becoming my constant companion, much as it had been before Never.

      Only I was a little worse for wear these days.

      That damned woman had given me hope. Hope that I could have something I’d never even imagined I’d wanted. It’d been a foolish thing to dream of having her in my life, in my bed. At least, foolish to dream of it lasting any longer than it had.

      Anger crawled up my spine when I thought of her leaving. I wasn’t angry with her for returning to her world. I’d known it was coming.

      But Petra’s dirty trick riled me. Every time I replayed the scene in my mind, that flash of black slipping through with Never and her brother, fury rolled through me in a hot wave.

      Even now, as I shoved my feet into my boots and fastened my cutlass to my side, I all but tingled with it. From my fingertips to my toes and back. I held up a hand and tried to flex the sensation away until the darkness of my drawn quarters became visible even through my palm. Slowly, the world around me started to change. Polished wood and the familiar scent of the sea were replaced by trees and shrubs, the likes of which I hadn’t seen in ages.

      And the smell. I knew what the forest was supposed to smell like, and while that scent was present, it was overpowered by foreign fumes. The air shimmered around me. The ground beneath my feet ceased the steady dip and roll of a ship on the water.

      “What the devil?” I whispered, planting my hand on the pommel of my cutlass and turning in a slow circle.

      I was in a forest, all right, but unless I was mistaken, it was a forest inside a city.

      A trio of females approached, all wearing tight-fitting clothes. They were running, but from their laughing and smiling, it didn’t look like they were running from anything. As they passed, one of them offered me a little wave.

      “Great cosplay,” she said, flashing a bright white smile.

      “What?” I asked, but they continued on their journey. I turned in another slow circle, taking in every detail of my surroundings. “Where the hell am I?”

      Everything about the place felt foreign. The smells were too sharp, the sounds garbled under the weight of a persistent hum. Even the air felt wrong, like it was tainted.

      Buried beneath it all, though, was the hint of something familiar. A gentle pull. My heart tripped over itself as the possibility of what that meant infiltrated my confused thoughts.

      Am I in Never’s world?

      Again, that tug deep in my being stilled my lungs, freezing my breath in my chest. “She’s here,” I whispered.

      I spun again, trying to get a feel for which direction that pull was coming from, and when I found it, it took everything in my power not to run.

      This world was unfamiliar ground for me, and if I truly was in the human realm, there was no telling what could happen. I couldn’t depend on my power here. And if the council of gods found out I was no longer manning my post in the Nassa, there would be hell to pay.

      I couldn’t bring myself to care about that last bit. All that mattered was following the tug of my magic until it brought me to the only thing in all the worlds I truly wanted.

      For hours, I wandered the unfamiliar streets. Once I finally got a handle on the scents and sounds, the horseless carriages, and the snickering humans who thought something about my appearance was amusing, I finally picked up on her scent.

      The magic was enough to point me in the right direction, but she must have been on the move. I would turn a corner, thinking I would find her there, only to be pulled in a different direction a minute later.

      It was maddening, and after what had felt like a lifetime of trying to get to this world to find her, my patience had officially run out.

      I wanted to see her. Needed to feel her.

      My only hesitation came from not knowing what I was getting myself into. How long had it been for her? Would she remember me? With the ache in my chest, I found it hard to even entertain the thought that she might not.

      Unless our short time together hadn’t meant anything to her.

      The thought doused my thoughts in ice water. I’d given her a piece of myself to get back to this wretched smelling place. A piece that should have tied her to me, assuming we had any kind of real connection. I was almost certain we did, but when two more hours passed, shrouding the unfamiliar city in darkness, her scent was becoming a distant memory. With every new street, it was drowned out by the overwhelming stench of hundreds of thousands of other humans.

      I focused my attention on the power drawing me to her. Gods, I hoped it was drawing me to her. What if someone else had gotten their hands on that piece of me? 

      I shook my head. Even if that’d happened, I wouldn’t feel... this.

      Countless steps and twists and turns later, I was standing in front of a towering structure that appeared to be made almost entirely of glass. A few squares of light shone from the countless windows lining its high-reaching exterior, but up wasn’t the direction my magic was telling me to go.

      No, it was leading me to a set of metal doors being guarded by a man dressed in all black. A line extended down the alley, with at least a hundred people standing and chatting idly. Most of them wore clothes that glittered and shimmered even in the dim light of the streetlamps.

      The women were especially dolled up, wearing heels that looked as though they could have doubled as weapons if used properly. Were they all waiting to go inside?

      I approached the man standing guard. “I have a need to enter this establishment,” I said, taking a polite but firm tone, making it clear I was not to be trifled with.

      The guard looked me up and down and chuckled. “You’re a few weeks late with that get up.”

      My get up? I glanced down at my clothes, then at the others standing in line, and immediately understood the problem. What was it the woman in the forest had said to me?

      “Cosplay,” I said, offering him my most confident smirk.

      The guard smiled wide. “Fair enough. I’ve never met a woman who can say no to a pirate, but the sword has to stay with me.”

      Fine by me. If it truly came down to it, I could inflict plenty of damage without it. I unbuckled the scabbard and handed it over. With that, he swung the door open and motioned me through, despite the grumbles of disappointment from those in the line.

      The moment I stepped through the open door, I was accosted by music so loud it felt like a second heartbeat in my chest. It thumped through me, working its way up from the floor. The air itself seemed to shimmer with the sound. Beyond the music was a world of pulsing lights and moving people. Dozens crowded a bar where drinks were being served. Couples and groups of people mingled at tables and nestled in booths.

      So many people.

      But the pull of my magic was still strong and growing stronger with each step. Never was there, somewhere in the throng.

      The music changed, flowing into something with a faster beat, and the group on the dance floor cheered. Their movements became almost animistic. Primal.

      It was a vivid reminder of the parties my father had thrown before I’d been cast out to the Nassa; hedonistic orgies where ambrosia and sex ruled the night. Whether they knew it or not, these humans were partying like the gods.

      The thought almost made me smile, until I spotted a familiar flash of unnaturally crimson hair. My breath caught in my chest. Never had her arms up, hands over head, her swirling and curling tattoos on full display.

      The top she wore appeared to be held on by mere strings. Virtually nothing. And the way her hips swayed to the music brought my cock to full attention. Possessiveness surged in my veins, purging my mind of rational thought.

      No one should get to see her like that. No one but me.

      That was when I saw a man sidle up behind her, half blocking my view of her, and my blood reached its boiling point.

      “Traitor.” The word came out on a growl so low it was unlikely anyone heard it over the music. Leo put his hands on Never’s hips and moved with her, and my world went black.

      Of all the reasons I’d imagined for him to follow Never to her world, not once had I considered this.

      My feet moved of their accord, drawing me through the crowd. Never’s back was to me as she danced, thankfully. I didn’t want her to see what I was about to do to her partner.

      Then again, maybe she should see. Maybe she needed a lesson in just what it meant to be mine.

      Another low growl rumbled out of me, and those closest to me on the dance floor moved out of my space. At the same time, Leo’s hand slid up, brushing across Never’s exposed midriff.

      I could have ripped him away from her. Every bone in my body wanted to do just that, then cut him down and grind him to dust. Instead, I tapped his shoulder. He shook his head without looking, so I moved in close behind him, letting the jealous rage crackling beneath my skin take over. 

      “Leo.” I pitched my voice low enough that only a shifter or god could hear.

      Before he could react, I reached around and gripped him by the throat, pulling my lips to his ear and digging my fingers into his flesh. “Get your hands off her.”

      There was a moment where I thought he would fight me. A hesitation that made my blood sing for violence. Then he gave me a single slow nod.

      “Now.” Again, he moved slower than my furious, impatient possessiveness demanded, but his hands eventually came up.

      “It’s not what it looks like,” he whispered, too quiet for any of the mortals in the room to hear over the sensual thump of the music.

      I didn’t care. Whatever it was, he had no business letting my woman move against him like that.

      “Move.” It was the only word I could grind out that wasn’t a threat. Even so, it was a warning.

      In another situation, Leo might’ve been cocky. He might’ve teased or tested me, but when he turned and saw the look in my eyes, he shook his head. “It’s not what you think.”

      I could sense his arousal, even with the cacophony of overlapping sensations and energy assaulting me from every angle. He wanted her. That much was obvious.

      What I couldn’t sense was anything from her. My magic had pulled me to this place, to her, but if she reciprocated any of the interest Leo had in her, I couldn’t feel it.

      I studied him for another second. The urge to break him into a thousand pieces was still riding me hard, but I had more important matters to attend to.

      “Move,” I said again, and this time, he did.

      If Never noticed the change in energy, it didn’t show in her movements. Hell, it felt like half the dance floor was watching us and trying to make it look like they weren’t.

      Leo leaned in, and I couldn’t help the sneer that curled my lips. “She had a rough day, Atlas, and she’s been drinking.”

      He didn’t have to explain the rest. Maybe he’d only been dancing with her to keep anyone else from putting their hands on her. I wasn’t in a giving mood, but it seemed the universe saw fit to support that idea. Another male, several inches shorter than me, with long, mousy brown hair pulled up in a haphazard bun, had his hungry, hyena-like eyes on her.

      I offered Leo a curt nod. It was the best I could do, given the swarm of emotions bombarding me. Fortunately, he took that small acknowledgment and moved away.

      Stepping into the space he’d just occupied, I rested my hands on Never’s hips, just as he had. The hollow ache in my chest bloomed into something altogether breathtaking with the tiny bit of contact.

      The man working his way toward her took one look at me and backpedaled. Smart move. If he tried to steal her attention after I’d spent gods only knew how long fighting my way back to her, it would not end well for him.

      Never’s hips swayed and dipped. Her scent washed over me, making me feel drunk in a way my enchanted black rum never could. Drunk and all but blind with possessive anger.

      She didn’t know I was the one putting my hands on her, or the one her luscious rear end was brushing up against as she moved. Did the woman truly not care who she was dancing with? Would she let any mongrel in this place put his hands on her?
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      Unwind. That was what Lily told me I needed to do. Take a night, chill out, relax. But sitting in my apartment watching movies on my laptop was the last thing I wanted to do.

      It wouldn’t relax me. All it would do was drive me up the goddamned wall and end with a heavy dose of guilt, because spending a Friday night watching movies and eating junk food was something Matty and I’d done a thousand times.

      At the same time, she had a point. I needed to do something.

      Every muscle in my body was wound as tight as a violin string, and after my disastrous encounter with Matty that afternoon, not to mention coming face-to-face with Lily’s gorgeous but terrifying tiger, a little downtime was in order.

      Lily, bless her pushy little heart, stayed home. She was healing quickly from the wounds she’d sustained in the fight earlier in the day, but she was also spending a good amount of time sleeping.

      So, I’d dragged Leo out with me. The mission was two-fold. The club was in a part of town known for its occult crowd, which meant we might run into Matty. Did I have any idea how the hell to handle another run-in with him? Nope. My brother wasn’t a badass on his own, but with the shadow driving the bus, he was a force. And not in a good way.

      Four mojitos later, I had a pleasantly warm glow going. More than enough shine to take the edge off my mood and lower my inhibitions. I knew Leo was watching me dance, and I felt the moment he slid in behind me. He’d done this three times already, running off any guy who tried to snake into my space as I moved with the beat of the music, letting the thump of the bass wash everything away.

      I danced, ignoring the way his hand crept under the hem of my top, barely brushing my hip above my jeans. It was a chaste move compared to the couples grinding around us, but that didn’t make it any less intimate. Luckily, I had just enough liquor in me to want that kind of intimacy.

      His heat left, leaving my back open, and I breathed an unexpected sigh of relief. Craving closeness because I was tipsy and missing the guy I really wanted was not a great way to handle Leo’s attention.

      I knew that.

      Just like I knew I would have to talk to him in the morning, when my mind had better control over my body.

      Then that dominating body heat returned, only it felt different. My blood warmed in response, and when his hand returned to my hip, to the same place it’d been before, his touch sent a current of lust rippling across my middle.

      Holy hell.

      Maybe it was the extra rum in my mojitos, or maybe it was the music, but I caught myself leaning back into that touch without even realizing it. Those strong fingers dug into my hips, not stopping me or guiding me. More like he was anchoring himself to my body.

      An image of Hook filled my mind, and his scent washed over me in a cruel trick of my tipsy mind. It wasn’t the first time I’d smelled his trademark leather and saltwater bouquet. I smelled that man every night in my dreams, and his scent lingered in my senses for a precious few seconds after I woke each morning before reality snatched it away.

      It was a pathetic kind of torture because I really did miss him. Fiercely. I wasn’t about to apologize for that. In just a few days, he’d gotten under my skin in a way no one else ever had.

      When that scent wrapped around me on the dance floor—whether it was real or imagined—I caved. I let myself pretend, for a moment, that it was Hook standing behind me as I moved. That it was his hand gripping my hip so possessively.

      And now I had a new thing I would have to talk to Leo about later.

      I wasn’t oblivious to the way he looked at me, or to the way he’d danced with me earlier. Longing lingered in his eyes, but for as tempting as the man was, my body just wasn’t responding to him.

      Well, until now.

      He leaned in closer, the heat of his chest spreading against my back as one of his hands came up and brushed the hair away from my neck. It felt way too good to stop that sensual touch, but when his lips brushed my ear, I recoiled.

      How could something that felt so right make my heart lurch so violently?

      Guilt and betrayal slammed through me. I twisted out of his grip, ready to read him the riot act for crossing that invisible line, but when I turned, I wasn’t looking at Leo.

      All rational thought fled. I blinked repeatedly, but he was still there. Hook. Looking as hot as sin. Not to mention furious as fuck.

      He was different, though. There were dark shadows under his eyes, painfully clear even in the limited light of the club, and he had a beard that looked like it was months in the making.

      What the hell did the bartender put in my mojitos?

      I closed my eyes for a beat and opened them again. “This is a trick, right?” It had to be. A combination of alcohol and stress and music and pulsing lights.

      Had to be a hallucination.

      But what kind of hallucination just stood there, silent, chest rising and falling as he looked at me like he wanted to destroy me? Or devour me. I couldn’t tell which.

      Only one way to know for sure.

      I held out a hand, fully expecting that toe-curling vision of Hook to shimmer into the ether. Instead, he looked down at my outstretched hand, hesitated for a breath, then wrapped his fingers around mine, sending a savage shiver through me.

      He was real. Really, truly real, and standing right in front of me.

      Before fear or doubt could get the better of me, I led him away from the dance floor and through the first door I could find.

      Is this a supply closet? Whatever. I didn’t care.

      The moment we were alone, he was in my space, crowding me against the door with his big body. His mouth opened and closed, like he wanted to say something but couldn’t find the words. Then his hand tangled in my hair, and our lips crashed together in a desperate, clawing, hungry kiss.

      He pressed his body so tightly against me I could feel every hard plane of the man, including what he was packing below the belt.

      I pulled my head back and looked at him to make absolutely sure I wasn’t losing my mind. “Please don’t let this be a dream,” I whispered. And if it was, was it too much to ask of the universe to just let me live in it forever?

      Need twisted inside me like a caged animal. When I hooked my leg over his hip, he grabbed me by the ass, lifted, and pinned me to the door with the ridge of his cock grinding through my jeans.

      It still wasn’t enough. I moved against him the best I could, my frustration growing into a monster of its own. I was already swollen, slick, and aching, but I needed so much more. It felt like I’d gone a lifetime without him. Now that he was here, I would never get enough.

      He pulled back, lifted me roughly off him, and spun me around. A thrill shot up my spine and anticipation swirled low in my belly. Strong hands grabbed my wrists, lifting them over my head and pinning them to the wall.

      Even with the steady thump of the music bleeding in through the walls, I could hear Hook’s heavy breaths. But for all the desperation seeping from both of us, he just stood there, panting, holding my hands captive.

      I pressed my ass back, just a little encouragement.

      His response was a low, rumbling growl. “You still like playing with fire, don’t you, love?”

      Despite the taunting tone, his voice was like coming home. It melted something inside me that had begun to freeze over the moment Matty and I had landed in our world.

      “And you still like to tease,” I said, feeling somehow breathless, excited, and terrified all at once.

      His free hand slid up from my hip, slipped under my top, and drifted up, exploring. Fingertips traced the line of my bra before trailing back down, driving me mad with their feather-light touch.

      “You’re killing me here, pirate.”

      I expected a chuckle, but what I got was a grunt before his hand popped the button of my jeans free and slid inside. Strong fingers delved roughly into my panties, finding my sensitive clit with unerring accuracy. I bucked at the first shock of sensation, until his hips pressed against my backside, his erection painfully clear.

      The next stroke ignited my nerve endings. The third damn near brought me to my knees. If he hadn’t been holding me there by my wrists, I might’ve sunk to the ground in a puddle.

      Hook worked me with his fingers as he pressed his hard length to my backside, thrusting against me despite the layers of clothing between us. With every thrust, and every dip and swirl of his talented fingers, the dim light in the storage closet seemed to grow brighter.

      “That’s it,” he said, his voice rough.

      I balled my hands into the fists above my head and buried my face against my arm, biting down on the sensitive flesh to keep from screaming.

      “That’s my girl.” His words were barely a whisper, hot against my neck. “I want you to tell me when you’re about to come for me, Never. But...” Another dry thrust, another rough pass of his fingertip over my clit. “Don’t you dare come until I tell you.”

      A delicious shock of pleasure rocketed through me at the warning. I was already so close. So fucking close, and he’d just lobbed a challenge that my defiant side was all too happy to take him up on.

      He growled low in my ear. “Tell me.”

      I felt the command in every cell of my body and everything inside me tightened. “I’m...” I couldn’t breathe. “Fuck...”

      “Now, Never. Give it to me.”

      A half second later, my orgasm hit me hard and fast. It wasn’t one of those euphoric, toe-curling events like he’d given me back on his ship. It’d been building too long for that. Weeks of neglect had pushed me to this point, and rather than blissful relief, it was more like a sharp slap to the ass that leaves you knowing the sting will last for hours.

      It left me aching, wanting, and I let my head fall between my upstretched arms.

      “How are you feeling, love?” The question rolled over me, hot and hungry, with a dangerous edge deepening his voice.

      All I could do was whimper.

      “Don’t move,” he ordered, letting go of my wrists.

      I did as he commanded, but only because I wasn’t sure my body would do anything else. It was trapped in some indescribable torture. Behind me, I heard the rustle of fabric. Then my jeans and panties were yanked down, and he was there, his thick cock pressing between my thighs. Hook grabbed my hips and pulled me back one shuffling step.

      “Hands stay on the door.”

      I flattened my palms against the cheap wood, digging my nails into the grain. It didn’t matter that I was exposed, overheated, and utterly breathless, because I was also in the kind of pain only a good hard fuck could cure.

      With every second that ticked past, my insides twisted harder.

      His hot, rough palms slid up my back, his knuckles dragging beneath my silky top. “I’ve thought about what I was going to say to you if I ever saw you again.” His fingers traced feather-light lines down my ribs, fanning out across my hips. “So many times.” One of his hands disappeared, and I felt the head of his heavy cock nudge my needy entrance.

      “Hook.” His name was a whispered plea. I wasn’t a woman who begged for anything, but the kind of woman I’d always been didn’t matter one fucking iota when it came to him.

      He stilled, and I could have screamed at the universe. Why the hell would he stop?

      Oh shit.

      I’d called him Hook. The name he hated. But I couldn’t seem to shake it from my memory even though I knew the real one.

      “Atlas?” I turned my head to look back at him, but the hand on my hip flew up and anchored in my hair, forcing my gaze to the floor.

      “You know, I think I like it better the other way.” A rough slap landed against my right ass cheek, the thumping force of it driving me forward a few inches.

      I pinched my eyes closed and sucked in a sharp breath. Another thumping smack reverberated through me, making every sensitive spot inside me ache more even as it ratcheted my frustration higher.

      “Listen carefully,” he whispered, so quiet I had to strain to hear him over the music and the blood pounding through my veins. “If I ever see you with another man the way I saw you dancing with Leo, I will slaughter him.”

      A wicked chill sent a wave of goosebumps racing across my skin. The man was insane. Which made me equally insane for getting even more turned on by that threat.

      “Then I’ll punish you,” he growled, landing another heavy slap.

      Mother fucker. The pleasure-pain was almost enough to get me off again. Coupled with the knowledge that he was crazy jealous and being ridiculously possessive, well, I was obviously a lost cause.

      “How?” I breathed, daring him to smack my tender ass again. I squeezed my thighs, relishing the feel of his cock pressed tight between them.

      He pulled back, stealing away his heat. His free hand snaked between my legs, finding my clit and stroking it entirely too lightly. Next, he pressed one of those long, strong fingers inside me, letting out a low groan that made my nerve endings tingle. He alternated like that, with one hand still gripping my hair tight enough to sting, until I was right there at the edge again. Teetering.

      Then he pulled back and let go, resting his hands on my hips. 

      “Goddammit,” I hissed under my breath. That was what he meant by punishment.

      Dragging my head up but keeping my gaze and my hands firmly planted on the door, I did the only thing my desperate, lust-addled brain knew how to do. “Come on, pirate. Is that all you’ve got? Because I’m pretty sure Leo is still out there. If you’re not up to the task, I could go—”

      The sound that erupted from behind me turned my knees to jelly. One of Hook’s hands braced my hip as the other lined us up. Then he slammed into me hard enough to send a jolt of pain zinging through me. His fingers dug into my left hip. His right hand clamped hard around the back of my neck. And he did it again. And again. Giving me exactly what I needed to soothe the ache that’d been building inside me since the moment I’d stepped foot back in my world.

      His thrusts were rough, almost violent, and the way he held me was so deliciously possessive. I probably should have been frightened or worried or furious at the way he was handling me. Instead, I was melting inside. The pendant dangling from my chest swung in front of me with each punishing surge.

      And the damned thing was back to glowing.

      Hook shifted slightly, driving in deeper and hitting a spot inside of me that lit me up like a Christmas tree. Pleasure-filled electric shocks flickered from my center to the very tips of my fingers and toes, weakening everything in their wake. My inner walls spasmed, then locked down tight around his gorgeous cock. And just like that, I was lost.

      My knees buckled under the force of my orgasm, but instead of stopping, he pulled me up by the back of my neck and slammed me flush against the door.

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      Every time he drove into me, the door shook on its hinges, but I barely noticed.

      I was gone. Spinning in the moment and the feeling of Hook—my broody, bossy pirate—fucking me hard enough to make to me cry. Moisture slipped from between my lids. Traitorous tears that no one should ever see, and I couldn’t do a damned thing to stop them from flowing.

      He groaned something in a language I didn’t understand a second before his hips stuttered, and I felt him come hard inside me. Panting, he pressed into me again, the weight of him pinning me to the door. I was pretty sure his hands and his body were the only things holding me up.

      His ragged breath was warm against my ear. “You’re mine.”

      I couldn’t respond. My throat locked up tight, the uncomfortable lump in it courtesy of the tears spilling down my cheeks. He must have realized something was off because he tried to let me go. When I started to sink to the floor, my legs refusing to hold me upright, he gathered me in his arms.

      “Never?” Alarm colored his voice. “Talk to me. Did I hurt you?” he whispered into my hair.

      For some fucked up reason, that only made it worse. I wrapped my arms around him and buried my face in the crook of his neck.

      Why was I so emotional?

      Because of everything. Because I never expected to see him again. Because with every day that passed, I was losing any chance of getting my brother back. And did I mention that I hadn’t expected to see my pirate again? In the midst of everything, I’d been trying like hell to let him go.

      My feelings for him were ridiculous. What kind of woman fell that fast and that hard for a guy?

      A stupid one, and I’d been trying so goddamned hard not to be stupid. I’d been telling myself that it was a fling. I mean, what else could it have been to a guy like him? So, I’d hung my feelings and insecurities on the memory of him and let him take all the blame. 

      Then the jerk just had to show up and make me feel... everything.
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      Dread slithered through me, leaving a trail of ice in its wake. Where I’d been on the verge of nearly combusting when Never had pulled me into that dark closet that smelled of chemicals and sex, now a freezing realization was setting in.

      I’d hurt her. That was the only explanation for the tears I was seeing. Those wet streaks on her cheeks sliced me open inside in the worst possible way.

      “Love, talk to me.” My previous fury was drowned by the flood of worry filling my mind. Had I really found the woman of my dreams, after so many long months, only to hurt her when I lost control?

      What kind of monster did that make me?

      An image of Leo dancing with her, his hands touching flesh that didn’t belong to him, reignited that searing flame of jealousy in the space of a heartbeat. I pulled her in tighter, desperate to hang onto her now that she was in my arms, and stroked a hand through her hair, smoothing some of the tangles I’d put there.

      “Nev—” The apology that burned on the tip of my tongue was cut short when a heavy knock rattled the door.

      She flinched at the sound. When she looked up at me, tears gleaming in the dying glow of the pendant, I wanted to tear out what was left of my shriveled heart and offer it to her as penance. My throat worked, but try as I might, my words were nowhere to be found.

      An unreadable look flashed across her face, and she shrugged out of my arms. Her back straightened. Her shoulders rolled. She transformed right in front of me, from the soft, needing soul I would burn the world for, back into the woman I’d met that very first morning on the beach.

      Strong. Defiant. Challenging in a way that still called to me.

      But whatever softness or injury she’d just felt raw enough to share with me was once again buried beneath her armor.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, fighting the urge to reach out and brush the tears from her cheeks.

      She blinked at me, her ocean blue eyes dancing across my face, before she gave her head one little shake.

      Gods be damned. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      She bent, dragging her pants back up her delicious thighs. She seemed to weigh the confession as she shimmied them over her hips. “You didn’t,” she said, deliberately avoiding my gaze.

      That wasn’t remotely true, but her response revealed the truth all the same. Whatever I’d done to draw those cursed tears from her, it wasn’t physical.

      A fact that made me feel even worse.

      Another booming knock echoed through the room. “We need to go,” Leo called through the door. “Security is on their way back here.”

      Never swiped the tears away, straightened her clothes, and gave me one last heart-wrenching look before she turned and opened the door.

      Leo’s expression was glacial when he glared at me over her head, but none of us said a word as we moved through the club. He gathered their things from a small closet manned by a petite woman who wore a seductive smile, while Never ducked into a restroom. It was all I could do not to follow her in there. Now that I’d found her, I didn’t want her out of my sight for even a second.

      The image of her tears and the wounded look on her face replayed in my mind, and I forced myself to give her space. I reclaimed my cutlass at the door, tipping a nod to the guard on my way out.

      The night air was thick with humidity, but blessedly cool compared to the heat of the club.

      “I have so many questions,” Never said, pulling her jacket tight around. “But before we get into anything, I want to check the site of the attack earlier.” She said the last part more to Leo than to me.

      “Attack?” I asked.

      “Walk and talk.” She headed down the wide sidewalk. “I’m guessing you already know this, but the bitch demon’s shadow hitched a ride when Matty and I zapped ourselves home.”

      She reached up and fiddled with the pendant hanging from her neck as she spoke. The way she rolled it between her fingers made me think she did it often, and that maybe she wasn’t entirely aware of what she was doing.

      Had that piece of me become a sort of worry stone for her? The thought made my bruised heart swell.

      “Only, instead of showing up like Leo did, as himself, or herself, the shadow somehow took over my brother.” Never cast a quick look my way before turning her attention back to the concrete path she was leading us down. “We’ve been tracking him as best we can. Earlier today, we finally caught up with him, but he’d killed at least three people before we got there.”

      I shot a sideways glance at Leo. It was hard to look at the man without rage bubbling to the surface, especially when he met my gaze with a challenge glittering in his own.

      “I’m assuming the shadow escaped,” I said.

      Leo’s eyes rolled back, and he shifted his attention forward without answering.

      Never, on the other hand, let out a bitter chuckle. “Yeah, they got away.”

      “They?”

      She nodded. “Matty’s still in there. I’ve seen him. Twice now, actually, and both times he’s fought his way forward to keep that evil bastard from killing me.” Her hand dropped from the necklace as she drew to a stop. “I’ve got to find a way to get that thing out of him, and I need to do it before it kills more people.”

      That was easier said than done. Exorcising a demon required an enormous amount of power and a very specific spell.

      Not to mention another demon.

      That was the key thing god-fearing humans often got wrong about exorcisms. For thousands of years, they’d believed their own holy men and women could drive a demon out. Maybe they could, with the weaker demons. Petra wasn’t weak, and her shadow possessed far more power than most of the other damned creatures that called the human realm home.

      Never filled me in on what she knew of the shadow and what it had been up to as we made our way down one street after another. The site of the attack was cordoned off with brilliant yellow tape, and even now, hours after the event, the area was bustling with activity.

      She wasn’t exaggerating; it was a bloodbath. Even from a distance, it was clear the demon had torn its victims to shreds.

      “What I can’t figure out is what the hell it’s looking for,” she said, keeping her voice low.

      Power. It was always about power with Petra. Maybe it was only obvious to me because I’d shared the creature’s prison for so long.

      I should have shared that thought, but I didn’t trust myself to speak without inflicting more harm on her.

      Then there was Leo. If he looks at me like that one more time...

      I let the thought die.

      Millennia. That was how long I’d been around. Plenty long enough to learn how to keep my emotions in check. Yet, when I was in Never’s orbit, her mere presence chipped away at my control.

      We left not long after, making our way past the park I’d arrived in just a few hours earlier. At least now I understood where I was. What I didn’t know was how I’d gotten here in the first place.

      Does it matter? My mission, my sentence, was the same as it had been for the bulk of my long life: imprison the demon.

      I wanted Never. Inside, I was fighting a powerful need to bundle her up in my arms and steal her away from everything. The problem was, I wasn’t supposed to be in the human world. Even now, just a few short hours after my arrival, I could feel the pull of the Nassa.

      There had been a time when I’d wanted nothing to do with this realm. Now, my brain was hard at work figuring out how I could handle the demon and eventually make my way back to Never.

      Unless I could convince her to come with me and leave her world behind?

      She had a piece of me, after all. Infecting a human the way the shadow had done with Matty required a great deal of power, and it was that part of me that had allowed the transfer as they were making their escape.

      The shadow would know that. In fact, it should have been trying like hell to take it from Never, at any cost.

      She led us to a rundown apartment building and up several flights of filthy stairs. Fishing a small set of keys out of her jacket pocket, she glanced over her shoulder. “Lily is probably sleeping, so try to keep it down, okay?”

      Lily? Her dog? Why would we need to worry about not waking a mongrel? Rather than ask aloud, I offered her a nod. Leo grunted something unintelligible, but she took it as an agreement.

      The door creaked on its hinges, and as I stepped through, a surreal feeling settled over me. I was standing in Never’s home. Sure, it was tainted with the scent of a traitorous shifter, but his animalistic musk couldn’t mask the scent that infused the air. Even if it could, the place felt like Never.

      “It’s a shithole. Believe me, I know,” she whispered.

      I wanted to say it wasn’t, but she turned, her eyes settling first on me, then Leo, and back. “I need to take a shower.” Something vulnerable slipped through her tough facade. “Don’t...” She wet her lips and let out a little huff. “Don’t leave, okay?”

      Dipping my head, I took a risk and stepped forward. There was so much I wanted to say and do, but I settled for taking her hand and bringing it to my lips. I brushed a soft kiss over her knuckles. “I’ll be here.”

      She blinked up at me. Her lips parted, but then she pressed them together before even a whisper escaped. 

      What was she going to say?

      She pulled her hand gently from my grip and turned to Leo. “Thanks for tonight.” She gave him a quick hug that made my blood pressure spike. 

      When she was tucked safely behind the flimsy door in the hallway with the water running, I finally let some of my anger rise to the surface. “She’s mine.”

      He grunted out a defiant laugh. “That woman doesn’t belong to anyone.”

      She might not have realized it yet, but she did. She’d been mine since the moment I’d set eyes on her that morning on the beach. I’d cemented that claim when she’d given herself to me. Another not-so-small detail she might not fully grasp.

      That was something I needed to remedy. Soon.

      Dealing with Leo, however, came first.

      “This isn’t up for debate,” I said, turning slowly to face him. The wild possessiveness coursing through me grew stronger when he shook his head.

      “You can’t just claim her, Atlas. You haven’t been here. You don’t know what it’s been like.”

      “And you have been here, haven’t you? Helping her. Comforting her.” The words became more acidic as I spoke. “Tell me, would she claim you?”

      He flinched. It was barely perceptible, but I’d struck a nerve.

      “She’s a complicated woman,” he finally confessed.

      But was she? I might have thought the same thing in the beginning, but deep down, she wasn’t.

      Thinking back to the club and our rough reunion, I wanted to run myself through with my cutlass. Then vision of her asking me not to leave, and the vulnerability that had glittered in her eyes, played through my mind, making me feel even worse.

      She wasn’t sure about me or my intentions. How could she be? I’d said a half dozen words to her before I’d manhandled her.

      Shame burned up my neck. I’m supposed to be better than this.

      “You’re both idiots.”

      I turned to face the source of that feminine voice; a voice that registered as distantly familiar before I got a look at the long-lost princess of Leo’s clan. “Lilith?”

      She was looking at me with an expression so cutting it would have made a lesser man wither. “Captain.”

      A few more puzzle pieces clicked together, and I wheeled on Leo. “She’s the reason you came through.”

      He dipped his head. “Do you remember Never talking about her hellhound back in the war room? Well, since she was on her way home, and I’d burned through every lead I could find in our world, I figured I would give it a shot.”

      Swiveling back to Lily, I couldn’t help scratching my head. “You’ve been here this whole time? Pretending to be a family pet?”

      Disgust washed over her face. “The pet thing was Wendy’s dirty little trick. She had a mean sense of humor. But that doesn’t matter right now.” She cast a quick glance over her shoulder at the bathroom door.

      I hadn’t even noticed, but the water didn’t sound like it was running anymore.

      “I’m going to do you both a favor here and give you a little insight into Never. And keep in mind this is coming from someone who’s known the girl her entire life.” She pinned me with a glare, before shifting her gaze to Leo. “If either of you thinks you’ll win her over by arguing or fighting over her, you don’t know her at all. She’s not a prize to be won, and if you treat her like that’s all she is, you’ll lose her long before you ever have a real chance with her.”

      It stung that I needed someone else to say that aloud before the tangle of covetous emotions roiling inside me would subside. I knew she wasn’t a trophy—a trinket to be owned and put on display. Never Darling was far, far more than that, but all I’d shown her was that I believed she belonged to me.

      I stood by that. She was mine. Period.

      But it had to be her choice to be with me, no matter my claim.

      Lily let out a huff, giving her head a little shake. “Does she know the truth about you, Captain? Or that thing she wears around her neck?”
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      I reached for the pendant and stared down at it.

      What did Lily mean by “the truth” about it?

      Also, why did every new piece of information I come across lead to a thousand more questions?

      Letting the dull, amber stone fall back against my damp skin, I took a bracing breath, opened the bathroom door, and marched my ass right into the middle of the discussion. I was fed up with not knowing what was going on with damned near everything in my life, and I still had the added courage of my residual buzz from the mojitos.

      Hook was the first to look my way, tearing his narrowed gaze away from Lily. His expression changed in an instant. From angry to hot-as-hell to worried. I was assuming that last one was worried anyway, given that everyone had gone silent. I reached for the towel wrapped tightly around my body, making sure it hadn’t inadvertently fallen off. There was a ninety-five percent chance I would’ve noticed, but after the twists and turns of the day, I wasn’t taking anything for granted.

      “What do I need to know about you, Hook?” It was only fair to give him the opportunity to explain himself. Right?

      He took a couple of steps toward me before Leo was on his feet. “Maybe this should wait until morning,” he said, edging into the chasm of want sprawling between me and my pirate.

      “If I wanted to wait, I would have asked in the morning,” I said flatly.

      Hook’s heated gaze ran slowly down my body and back up. “Then, perhaps this is a discussion we can have in private?”

      A shiver worked through me. Private. As in alone, together, in a closed space.

      Hell yes.

      Also, fuck no.

      My emotions were all over the place. If he got me alone anywhere—a room, the hallway, outside on the freaking sidewalk—I would be a goner. The guy was like a drug. Even now, with questions swirling in the background, I was drawn to him. My body wanted to close the distance between us, so I did what any salty bitch would do. I took a step back and shook my head.

      “I’m good out here.”

      He ran his tongue along the edge of teeth, clearly frustrated by my refusal. “It’s just to talk, Never. You have my word.”

      “And we can talk out here.” Where it was safe.

      Hook pulled in a heavy breath, letting it out slowly. Nothing about him deflated with the movement. If anything, he actually looked like he was wound tighter. And the way he was looking at me...

      “Then will you please put on some clothes?” he asked, cutting a hostile glance at Leo.

      Lily leaned her hip against the back of the couch. “For the record, I’m good either way.”

      Of course she was. She’d seen me in every state of undress in every phase of my life. She was, quite literally, the closest thing I had to a sister. Now that she was rocking her human form, she was even starting to feel like one.

      I shifted my attention to Leo and the way he was watching me, his nostrils flaring ever-so-slightly. His shoulders had that slight forward roll to them that always reminded me of a predator intimidating his prey.

      Okay, so maybe getting dressed wasn’t a horrible idea. Another quick peek at Hook showed me he was in a similarly amped up state. There was tension between the two of them, but over what? They were friends, weren’t they?

      I shook my head, turned, and headed down the hallway. “I’ll be out in five minutes,” I called over my shoulder. “And I expect answers.”

      Shutting my bedroom door behind me, I leaned against the wood. Nothing about the day had gone as expected. First was the shit show with my demon-possessed brother. Then the club and the way Leo had been treating me. And now there was Hook.

      Crossing to my dresser, I pulled out a set of sleep shorts and the super soft, bordering on threadbare tank I’d had for forever. You couldn’t quite see my nipples through the fabric, yet, but that day was coming. Until then, I was going to wear the shit out of that thing. 

      Changing took a grand total of a minute, so I sat down on my bed and tried to get my thoughts straight. The lingering buzz was pretty much gone now, but that left exhaustion in its wake. Emotional, physical, spiritual.

      I was ten different kinds of tired.

      And my pillows were just sitting there, all alone, looking so soft and inviting. 

      “One minute,” I whispered.

      I laid down, promptly losing the fight to keep my eyes open once my head was cocooned in the safety of my pillow, and counted down from sixty in my mind.

      When I woke up, the morning sun was starting to spill in through my windows. I was covered with a throw blanket I didn’t remember grabbing, and someone was stretched out next to me on the bed. I twisted around to get a peek.

      Lily?

      That tracked, actually, since it wasn’t all that different from the countless nights she’d snuggled up to me as a dog. Was it all a little strange? Yeah, I could admit that. Did I mind? Not so much.

      There was no real tension with her. Not like there was with Leo, and nothing at all like what I felt when Hook was that close to me. She was my reprieve.

      I’d have to remember to thank her for that when she woke up.

      In the meantime, I had a powerful need to find out what was going on. Why was Hook in my world? How the hell did he even get here? And what big secret did Lily think I needed to know about him and the pendant?

      I laid there for a while, seriously debating waking her up to see if I could pry those answers out of her. In the end, though, I dragged my ass out of bed and padded down the hallway.

      Leo was asleep in my brother’s room, and Hook was stretched out awkwardly on the couch in the living room. Just the sight of him kicked my pulse up a notch or two, even as relief so strong it was almost tangible rolled over me. I might not know what to say to the man, or what secrets he was hiding, but I knew I wanted him here.

      I got a pot of coffee going as quietly as I could, and while I waited, I leaned back against the kitchen counter and took inventory. My hangover was nonexistent, and as far as I could tell, there weren’t any parts of the night I couldn’t remember. Aside from crashing in my bed and the way the time I’d spent dancing at the club melted into one long unidentifiable song. 

      Right up until I’d wheeled around and damned near slapped Hook.

      Why was it still hard to believe he was here? I checked the couch again, and yep, the big, bossy pirate was real enough.

      Once I had two steaming cups of coffee in my hands—one laced with a liberal dose of my Irish cream creamer, the other as black as night—I moved silently and sat down on the battered living room table facing my sleeping pirate. I set his cup to the side, folded my legs underneath me, and sipped on my own sweet morning bliss while I waited for him to wake up.

      It took approximately twenty seconds for his eyes to snap open. There was a wildness in them that ripped all the air from the room. Gods, the guy was something else.

      “Never?” My name rattled out of him like he couldn’t quite believe his own eyes.

      I took a sip of my coffee before tipping my head. “Hook.”

      The first hint of a smirk played across his lip before it vanished. He sat up and reached for me, but yanked his hands back before even a single finger had a chance to brush my skin. And I was showing a lot of it. My sleep shorts were no joke. Couple that with the thin tank I was sporting, and I was actually a little insulted his eyes hadn’t wandered to check out my lack of clothing.

      He shoved a hand through his hair. “Are you okay? How are you feeling?”

      Was I okay? Boy howdy, that was a loaded fucking question. No, I wasn’t okay, for so many reasons. So, I skipped to the second question.

      “I’m feeling fine. Maybe a little sore.” I wiggled my ass on the table, and finally his gaze dipped. The sound that rumbled out of him when he got a look at me set every hair on my scalp on edge. “Other that than, I’m good.”

      If I’d had it all to do over again, the only thing I would change about running into him was the part where I’d cried in front of him. I shoved the memory of that weakness away and settled all my attention on him.

      “I brought you coffee,” I said, nodding to the mug by my hip.

      It was right there. I could have handed it to the man, but I wanted him to lean forward to take it. He did, with a look that heated my blood. He didn’t touch. Didn’t let his hand graze even a fraction of an inch of my exposed thigh. By all appearances, he was the perfect gentleman.

      “Thank you.” He brought the cup to his lips and sipped. His eyes slipped closed for a beat, and I would swear I heard him hum in approval. “It’s good.”

      It damned well better be. I splurged on a handful of things in my life, and coffee was on that list. Sure, I doused mine in creamer, but I could still taste the difference between the good stuff and the criminally cheap stuff.

      “We need to talk.” There was no point in dancing around the things that needed to be said, even if I didn’t really know what those things were.

      He gave me a slow nod and sat forward, resting his elbows on his knees while he stared down into his mug. “We do.”

      I waited and when he didn’t say anything else, I had to fight the urge to reach out and pinch him. In my experience, when someone didn’t want to do something, the best way to handle it was to cut right to the heart of it.

      No mercy.

      “What did Lily mean last night?” I asked. “What don’t I know about you and about the pendant?” I mean, there was a ton of stuff I didn’t know about both things, but the way Lily brought it up made it sound like there was something specific and important that I needed to know.

      When he met my searching gaze, those amber eyes of his were showing just a hint of a glow. It might have been from the morning light streaming in through the living room windows, but I wouldn’t bet money on it.

      We watched each other for what felt like minutes, neither of us daring to speak. I wasn’t going to beg to get the answers I wanted. I wouldn’t demand or pound my fists on the table, either. Whatever Lily thought I needed to know, I was sure I could get it out of her, but I owed it to Hook to give him the chance to tell me himself.

      Disappointment rose up inside me the longer he stayed quiet, to the point where I felt the physical need to move.

      “Can you promise me that you won’t be angry with me, even if you don’t like what I’m about to say?” he finally asked.

      I laughed at that. Not loud, but it was enough to get my point across. “No.”
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      Never rolled her eyes. “It can’t be that bad. What, are you a demon?” An expression flickered across her face like a light bulb had just gone off in her head. “Holy shit, are you?”

      That might have been easier, given what I knew about her. From her reaction, the woman clearly didn’t know she carried demon blood. Bringing up that tidbit would help deflect from me for a while. I was tempted to try, but if I wanted her on my side—and if the universe saw fit, by my side—I owed her the full truth.

      “I’m not a demon.” She relaxed a little. “But I am a demigod.” A phrase I wasn’t all that fond of. Demi meant part, not wholly of the godly realm, but since I’d had half my power stripped from me before being banished to the Nassa and forgotten about, it was the closest description I could find.

      Never’s lips twisted in a disbelieving smile. “Ha ha. I see what you’re doing, Hook.” She took a sip of her coffee. “Trying to disarm me with a little comedy?”

      Was it really so foolish to think she would simply believe me? I shook my head. “No comedy. It’s the truth. It is the reason I can’t die.”

      She was silent for a long moment, studying me. “I thought the whole immortality thing was one of the perks of your world.”

      “It is, after a time, but only for certain beings. Humans and merfolk mostly. But I can’t die in any realm. At least, not without significant godly interference.” It’d been millennia since the gods had dared execute one of their own, as far as I knew. Then again, it had also been millennia since I’d had contact with any of them.

      They had all left me to rot in the Nassa with a demon whose crimes would make most mortals sick. Anger curled in my stomach. The punishment for my misdeeds was beyond cruel. A hundred years of exile I could see. Millennia? That seemed exceptionally harsh, even for a council of immortals.

      “Are you going to tell me any of what you’re thinking, or are you just going to go on having that private conversation in your head?” Never asked. Her tone was teasing, but the look on her face told me she wasn’t taking the news as lightly as she might have me believe.

      I let out my stalled breath and sat back, resting the hot mug on my thigh. “I was thinking how punishments handed down by gods can be excessive compared to the infraction.”

      “Why was that the thought that popped into your head?”

      “Because I haven’t spent the bulk of my existence in the Nassa by choice. That place is a prison, and I was cursed with guarding the demon and making sure it never fully escaped the realm.”

      “Uh huh.” She sipped her coffee with a thoughtful expression. “You told me that before, though the demigod thing puts a twist on it. So, you what, just adopted the pirate persona? That was your go-to?”

      “I found life in the Nassa was better on the water. It was easier to keep tabs on all parts of the island, and it made it more difficult for the demon to antagonize me.”

      “I take it she did that a lot?”

      “There was a great deal of violence in the beginning. It was just the two of us back then. Our battles would rage for days, until eventually, I grew tired of fighting. That’s the thing about a life that spans hundreds of generations; you grow weary of everything after a while.”

      Which wasn’t to say I gave up battling Petra all together. Once I’d ventured to the other islands in the realm, procured my ship and crew, and the demon figured out how to lure boys from Never’s world to the island, things had gotten interesting again.

      It always circled back around.

      “I see.” Something I said must have struck her the wrong way, because the ice in those two words could have chilled my still steaming coffee. “Well, I appreciate the warning.”

      She straightened, and I wracked my brain trying to identify what I’d said that would lead her to close herself off from me.

      “So, you’re here to take the demon back, right?” she asked.

      “That is my duty, yes. But—”

      She held up a hand, cutting me off. “Good. I mean, getting that thing out of my brother is my only priority.” She looked down at the contents of her mug before setting it aside with a look of disgust. “If there’s nothing else I need to know, I’m going to get dressed so we can get this show on the road.” She unfolded her legs and stood.

      I rose with her and caught her by the wrist with my free hand before she could beat the hasty retreat she so clearly wanted. “What did I say to upset you?”

      “Nothing. You just... cleared some things up for me.” She shook me off, and despite the rising urge to yank her down over my lap and paddle her plump ass for that utterly unhelpful answer, I let her go.

      “Did you get all that?” she asked, throwing the question at Leo with enough snark to make even me cringe.

      He was leaning against the wall in the hallway, and how long he’d been there eavesdropping was anybody’s guess.

      “Not really. Next time, can you speak up a little?” he fired right back. 

      “Fuck off.”

      Then he smirked at her, and much to my frustration, she seemed to soften.

      The door to her bedroom clicked shut, and I slowly set my mug down on the table next to hers. “Care to enlighten me? Because for the life of me, I can’t see what I said that would get that kind of reaction out of her.”

      He laughed. It was a condescending sound, and maybe I deserved it for the way I’d treated him the night before. He didn’t owe me anything, and despite the claim I’d laid on Never, they’d clearly formed a bond in my absence.

      It wasn’t as if either of them ever expected to see me again.

      “I believe I owe you an apology.”

      Leo let out a shallow huff. “You think?”

      Could just one thing with my infuriating woman go smoothly? Just one? I ran my hand through my hair and winced when I caught a whiff of the scents clinging to me. “What are the chances she would object to me using her washroom?”

      This time, when he laughed, it was the real thing, free of bitterness. “I would object if you didn’t.” He wrinkled his nose and gave his head a shake.

      “Very well. I should only be a moment.” I moved past him down the hall.

      Just as I was pulling the door shut, I heard his quiet voice drift in through the crack. “Take all the time you want, Atlas. The longer you’re in there by yourself, the more time I’ll have out here with her.”

      I had the sense he was goading me as a friend, but a possessive growl rolled through my chest all the same. I shut the door the rest of the way, a little harder than I’d intended with Leo’s words echoing off the walls.

      The shower was easy enough to operate, and I was in and out in no time. When I stepped back out into the hallway wearing just my pants, droplets of water still clinging to my chest and back, it was just in time to run into Never coming out of her room.

      She paused with her bedroom door open and watched me, not saying a word.

      “I had a quick wash. I hope you don’t mind,” I said, running a hand over my chest to wipe away a little of the moisture. Yes, it was a deliberate move. I’d said something to turn her cold, and until I figured out what that thing was, I intended to find other ways of warming her back up.

      She didn’t move even an inch, so I dropped her a quick wink and headed back into the living room. When she finally made her way back to the living room, Leo and I were deep in discussion on how to separate the shadow from the boy.

      “The thing needs power to draw Petra into this realm,” he said.

      “Correct,” I agreed. “A great deal of power. So, why hasn’t the creature come for Never?”
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      I’d been wondering the same damned thing. If the shadow could figure out how to make the pendant work, it seemed like a logical choice. I mean, it had hauled four of us from one world to the other all at once. How much harder would it be to bring a demon through with it?

      “I think Matty has something to do with that,” I chimed in.

      They swiveled to look at me, both with a hungry look in their eyes. It was equal parts exciting and terrifying to have the two of them eyeing me like that.

      Hook’s eyebrow winged up the way it did when his interest was piqued. “Please explain.”

      “Matty stopped that thing when it came after me. I think it’s a safe bet that he would put up a hell of a fight if it tried to come here.”

      Leo nodded, sucking air through his perfect teeth. “That makes sense.”

      Hook shot him a look, but whatever meaning it carried was meant for just the two of them. “Let’s say that’s the way of it,” he said, turning his attention back to me. “Why not fight back when the demon was attacking those people yesterday?”

      “I’ve given that some thought, too.” When I wasn’t agonizing over what to do about a certain pirate. “What if he’s not strong enough to fight all the time? Petra is wicked powerful, right?”

      He tipped his head to the side.

      “Okay, she’s powerful in the Nassa, at any rate. But does anyone know what her shadow is really capable of?” I asked.

      “No,” Lily said from behind me. I jumped at the sound of her voice and whirled around.

      “Not cool.” I damn near added “mutt” to the end of that statement, because it was something I’d called her a thousand times when she refused to listen or tracked mud inside from the park.

      Her laugh was a balm to my frustration. How she could look so flipping relaxed, given everything she’d been through, was a mystery to me. “Don’t worry, I said the mutt part in my head for you.”

      Heat flooded my neck. “I didn’t know.” I motioned up and down, encompassing her human form.

      She shook her head. “Which is why we can laugh about it now, right?”

      Except I wasn’t laughing. “Did my mom know? Or grandma?” That would be the icing on a super fucked up cake, wouldn’t it?

      Lily stepped up beside me and grabbed my hand, lacing our fingers together. “I don’t think so. Trapping me in that form was Wendy’s trick.”

      “Why did you stay with the family?” Leo asked, genuine curiosity glittering in his eyes.

      She winced, and her grip tightened. “I didn’t have a choice. That was part of the curse or hex. I’m not sure what it was exactly, but I’ve been tied to the Darlings since the day she yanked me through with her.”

      “A curse?” Hook asked. “In this world?”

      She squeezed my fingers again before letting go. “There’s coffee, right? I can smell it.”

      “You’re not getting off that easily,” I said. I’d always assumed she’d stayed with us by choice. But to be cursed to stay? That changed our history completely.

      I felt sick just thinking about it.

      “It doesn’t matter. Wendy is long dead, and aside from her, your family always treated me well.”

      “It does matter. What broke it?” I asked.

      She cut a glance at Leo as she poured herself a cup of coffee in the biggest mug I owned. The thing was basically a soup bowl with a handle. “Family.”

      Hook nodded thoughtfully. “That could be. Magic has a balance to it, and nothing lasts forever. For every curse or hex, there’s always a way to break it. The trick is figuring it out.”

      Lily took a sip of her coffee, hissed at how hot it was, and went right back in for another taste. “There you have it. Mystery solved. Now, can we get back to our current problem?”

      Sometimes it was easy to forget how she cared about Matty, too. Her face might still feel a little new when I looked at it, but she’d been there all along.

      “We need to lure the demon to us,” Leo said. “Chasing it through the city isn’t working.”

      Hook shook his head. “Not without a plan for getting that thing out of him first.”

      “Could we use the pendant for that?” I asked. “Also, if anyone knows where the owner’s manual for it is, that would be super helpful.”

      I meant it as a joke, but Leo looked at Hook with his eyes narrowed. “You didn’t tell her?”

      “She knows some of it,” he said, clearly not in the mood for that discussion.

      “That’s right.” I settled all my attention on Hook. “You were going to tell me something about it.”

      “Until you fled the room in a huff.”

      I glared at him because whatever smartass remark I had sitting on the tip on my tongue vanished with the memory of his words. Everything got boring eventually. Translation: he would get bored with me too, assuming I lived long enough to grow uninteresting based on his immortal standards.

      And that was a whole other thing.

      My eighty-some-odd mortal years, if I was lucky, would be a blip compared to the time he’d already spent living, and he had eternity in front of him.

      Which meant what was going on between us was basically a fling for him. Summer lovin’, demigod style.

      “Just spit it out. It can’t be any worse than finding out there’s a demon’s shadow walking around in my brother’s skin, or that Lily is shifter, or that you’re a demigod. Hit me with it and let’s move the hell on.”

      There. That sounded bitchy enough.

      Hook’s eyes took on that dangerous glow again. “I don’t think you really want to know.” He rose from the couch, and the tension in the room rose with him. He crossed over to me, closing the distance in a few long strides, and reached for the pendant.

      On instinct, I grabbed it first. “Hands off, pirate. This is mine. You can look, but no touchy-touchy.”

      A grunt of bitter laughter rolled out of him. “You are absolutely correct. It is yours, completely.” He grabbed my free hand and brought it to his chest, laying my reluctant palm directly over the scar marring his heavenly skin. “Do you remember how I told you how Anya stole a piece of me all those years ago?”

      My nerves went on high alert as something inside me pulled tight. If this was going where I thought it was going...

      “That piece belongs to you now,” he whispered.

      I stumbled back a step, but he didn’t let go.

      “No.” It couldn’t be the truth, could it? Was my necklace—the thing that had hauled me to Hook’s world and back, the thing I hadn’t been able to let out of my sight since I’d returned—was it literally a piece of the man standing in front of me?

      “Yes.” The single syllable rumbled low, stealing the air from my lungs even as it lit a fire inside of me.

      All I could do was stare at him, at least until the pendant grew warm in my trembling grip. When I opened my hand, light spilled out of it, reflecting off Hook’s amber eyes. Or maybe it wasn’t a reflection. I honestly couldn’t tell.

      Easing back another step, I pulled my hand free of his grasp. “I don’t know.” Anything. Everything in my life was upside down. “What the hell am I supposed to do with that information?”

      “Whatever you wish. I didn’t tell you the truth for any other reason than to keep you safe.” His gaze dropped to my neck with a longing so deep I felt a tug inside me. “What you hold in your hand and wear around your neck holds the power of a demigod. We should be able to use it to send the shadow back, but if the creature gets its hands on it first...”

      “Yeah,” I whispered. My world would be in a heap of trouble.

      He dipped his head. “That makes it a very dangerous thing to keep on you right now.”

      Disregarding the grudging tone of that statement, I let my hand fall away from the pendant. “You want it back?”

      “No.” The force of the word nearly had me backing up another step. Instead, he was the one to put a little more space between us, though from the look on his face that was the last thing he wanted to do. “It’s yours. I will never try to reclaim it.”

      “Again,” I added. Because he’d taken it from me once.

      A little of the tension lifted from his worried face. “Again.”

      We stood there staring at each other for gods only knew how long, but it was Lily who cleared her throat and broke the spell.

      “That wasn’t nearly as much fun to watch as I thought it would be.”

      I shot her a glare. “I’m sorry it didn’t meet your oh-so-high standards of entertainment.”

      She smirked over her mug at me before settling her gaze on Hook and narrowing her eyes. “How do you plan on keeping her safe?”

      “Whoa.” I held up a hand. “I can still take care of myself, thank you very much.”

      “I’m pretty sure I saved your ass in the alley,” she shot back.

      “It was a team effort, thank you very much. How are you feeling, by the way?” I really should have asked earlier, but the day was already turning out to be something else.

      She rolled her shoulder without setting her mug down. “A little stiff, but fine otherwise.”

      “Good.” I meant it, even if it came out sounding a smidge on the jealous side.

      “There are perks to being a shifter.”

      “Yeah, you mean like not being laid up in bed for three days after a fight?” I asked.

      “Three days? Girl, you should have been laid up for weeks,” she said, doing nothing to hide her amusement.

      “You were injured?” Hook asked, moving closer with his hands out like he intended to soothe something.

      I gave him a shrug. “A little, when we got back and figured out Matty wasn’t exactly Matty anymore. The shadow went for the pendant that first day, but it didn’t seem like the best idea to let the bastard have it.”

      Hook’s attention swiveled to Leo, the tension between them rising as he seemed to grow an inch taller where he stood. “You let her get hurt?”

      Leo’s expression was pure defiance. “I fought the shadow off. We all did.”

      I laid my hand on Hook’s arm, drawing his attention back to me. “I’m fine.” I motioned to myself. “See, still standing.”

      His tongue darted out, wetting his lips. “How bad?”

      It was kind of amusing the way he went a little primitive when he was upset. Usually, he was all fancy words and old-world charm, but when he got worked up, he lost a lot of civility.

      “It stabbed her in the back with her dagger,” Lily said, so nonchalantly that she might have been telling him the time.

      I honestly couldn’t tell if she was trying to help or if her intent was to torture Hook.

      “And, like I just said, I’m fine.” I pulled up the hem of my shirt and turned to make my point. “Didn’t even leave a scar.”

      “I wonder who she has to thank for that?” Lily mused.

      Understanding clicked into place a heartbeat later. I grabbed the pendant and held it away from my chest so I could see it, then I shot a questioning look at Hook. “It was you?” I’d suspected the pendant had something to do with my healing, especially since that first night wasn’t the only night that it woke me up giving off that eerie glow. Now though? “You healed me on your ship, too.”

      Jesus. How had I not put any of that together? The healing, the pendant, the high-handed fucking pirate who turned my insides molten. It all tracked. I just needed someone to spell it out for me.

      “But you didn’t know, did you?” I asked, now suspicious of, you know, everything.

      He shook his head, still giving off that burn-the-world vibe. “All I knew for certain was that you were alive.”

      “And how did you know that? Does this thing feed back to you somehow?” What if it was some magical version of a smart watch, reporting that my heart was still beating?

      His expression and his stance shifted from possessive to defensive. “No. Nothing like that.”

      I waited for more of an explanation, but apparently that was all I was getting. “Cool. Great. Fan-fucking-tastic.” I didn’t know what the hell to do with the information Hook had just given me. “I’m not taking it off.” It might make me more of a target, but letting it out of my sight seemed even riskier.

      A satisfied grumble filled the space between me and my broody pirate. “I wouldn’t want you to. You keep it safe.” He motioned to the others. “And we’ll keep you safe.”

      “That’s not—”

      Leo cut me off. “It’s not up for debate.”

      I wheeled on him. “You knew what this was all along. Why the hell didn’t you say something?”

      “It wasn’t my place,” he said, sounding moodier than normal.

      I could deal with Hook being broody. That was kind of his default. But Leo was my laid back, quippy, relatively light-hearted sidekick. Hearing him sound almost sullen felt a little like a kick in the gut.

      “As much as I want to be a pain in the ass right now, I’m going to have to back him up on that one,” Lily added. “I mean, imagine having a piece of your heart carved out only to discover the girl you hooked up with needed that piece of you to return to her world. It’s kind of a big deal.”

      No shit. And putting it like that kind of had all the air leaking out of my lungs. He’d given me a piece of himself knowing full well he’d never get it back. There was no way to repay a debt like that. Then the selfless ass had to go and do it without telling me.

      What kind of person did that?

      Oh right, Hook wasn’t a person. He was a demigod.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            14

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            HOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      Never’s fingers trembled as they hovered over the necklace, not quite touching the pendant. I’d always seen the thing as grotesque, a sick trophy carved out by a mad pixie. Until Never told me it was her way home.

      Just knowing that it was something she needed transformed that petrified piece of me into something worthy. 

      Worthy of a woman who deserved so much more in life. Her apartment was a disgrace. Not for lack of upkeep. It simply wasn’t good enough. Yes, her foul mouth would almost certainly land her in hot water for the rest of her life, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t deserving of the finer things.

      If I could convince her to return with me, I would build her a castle on her own private island with my own hands, if that was what she wanted.

      But would she live long enough to see it? That was one of the many questions about the woman that plagued me.

      I closed the distance between us, grabbing her hand and gently closing her fingers around the pendant. “Nothing about what you hold in your hand has changed, only your understanding of its origin has.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t.” Fear and panic darkened her eyes, and her breathing became alarmingly erratic.

      She stepped back and yanked, snapping the chain and tossing the necklace at me. Then she kept backing up until she ran herself right into the wall. A wall she looked like she might try to climb with bare hands and fingernails to get away from me.

      Instead, she started to fold over on herself, hinging at the waist as she dragged in increasingly shallow and panicked breaths. “Can’t.” She braced her hands on her knees and let her head fall. “Breathe.”

      Lily was there by her side before I could wrap my head around what was happening. “What the hell, kid? You haven’t had a panic attack in forever.” She cast an apologetic look my way. “Telling her about the pendant might have been a mistake.” She motioned to the kitchen table. “Grab me a chair?”

      I felt numb as I moved across the room and fetched a beaten-up chair. Lily eased her down onto it, and for a second all I could do was watch as Never fought for every breath she tried to take in. Even Leo was doing more than I was, filling a glass with water and setting it on the floor beside her.

      A thread of something niggled inside me, growing stronger the longer I stood there. I’d done this to her. If I had just kept the truth about the pendant to myself rather than letting a meddling shifter lead me astray, we’d already be working on getting her brother back.

      That sliver of awareness became a tingle, and what started deep in my chest was spreading slowly through my upper body, rolling through my shoulders. The moment I recognized the sensation, I understood what it was telling me to do.

      I knelt in front of Never, dismissing Leo’s mumbled objection. She was still bent over, still sucking air. Her eyes met mine for the briefest of moments before I reached for her. There was no mistaking the misery in that look. It had me hesitating with my hands inches from hers until she pulled in another ragged breath.

      I didn’t say anything when I took her hands and let that thread of my power bleed from me to her. What was there to say? I’d given her a piece of myself, but now that she understood what it truly was, she was rejecting it.

      Worse, the knowledge had given this impossibly resilient woman a panic attack.

      She jerked back when she felt my magic spike. What had been a deliberately soft and steady flow pulsed when I thought of her reaction to the pendant, but I refused to let go of her hands.

      “I’m sorry, lo—Never. Just bear with me another moment,” I whispered, trying to calm and soothe without frightening her more.

      Don’t focus on her rejection. Think about something, anything else.

      Naturally, a vision of Never from the night before filled my mind. Her want. Her need. The look in her eyes when she realized I was the one with her on the dance floor. She’d wanted everything I’d had to give then, and I would kill to make her feel that way again. 

      A whimper pulled me from my heated, spiraling thoughts, but it wasn’t until I withdrew my hands, worried I was doing more damage, that I realized her whimper had nothing to do with pain.

      Never looked at me, desire burning clear in her eyes. “Dirty trick, pirate,” she whispered.

      “What?” I asked, feeling a tad bit drunk.

      Ah, yes. It was all coming back. Never Darling had a powerful effect on me. As much as I had dreamed of her during her absence, as much as I’d obsessed over her, I had forgotten how her presence had a way of knocking me off balance.

      Rather than answering my question, she reached out and wrapped her fingers around my wrist. “What are the odds it works both ways?”

      In the next instant, I was hit with a desire so strong it made my breath catch in my chest. And it wasn’t mine. That deep need was coming directly from her.

      “Whoa there, Captain,” Lily said, sounding more alarmed than my swimming brain thought was strictly necessary.

      “It’s fine, Lil. He does this around me.” Never leaned in and lowered her voice. “Careful, pirate. I’m pretty sure your godliness is showing.”

      In her gaze, I could see my own reflected, glowing a brilliant orange. I closed my eyes and pulled in a deep breath, holding it as I focused on what I was sensing beneath the lust coursing from her.

      The vixen was fortunate for every single shred of decency I still possessed with the emotions she was throwing at me. If I were even a fraction less of a man, a hair’s breadth, I would have hauled her up out of that chair, carried her back to her bedroom, and said to hell with the rest of the world until I’d had my fill of her.

      The only thing that was stopping me, besides a pair of shifters who apparently had no intention of leaving the two of us alone again anytime soon, was the emotions riding beneath the lust. She wanted me. Powerfully. With an intensity that rivaled my own.

      But something was holding her back.

      I opened my eyes to find her watching me. Her tongue darted out before she rolled her bottom lip between her teeth. Oh yes, her desire was in no way false, but there was definitely something else at play.

      Laying my hand over hers, I gently peeled her fingers away from my wrist. “Just focus on breathing for now,” I whispered. Not because those words needed to be private, but because in the wake of her scorching desire, I didn’t trust my voice.

      She rolled her eyes, a tired move with a sliver of the sass she normally threw my way. “Bossy doesn’t usually do it for me.”

      “Usually?” I asked.

      A smirk lifted one side of her mouth. “You heard me.”

      In another situation, I would have taken that comment and run with it, but it wasn’t the right time. “Are you feeling better?”

      Never straightened in the chair. “I’m sorry for throwing the... pendant at you.”

      “And I am inclined to forgive the slight.” I offered her a tentative smile.

      “If?” She lifted a brow.

      “If you tell me why you felt the need to be rid of it in the first place.”

      A silence so thick I could have cut it with my cutlass filled the space around us. For a moment, I wondered if she might not respond at all, until her chest rose and fell in a muted huff.

      She stood, offering her hand to help me up. I took it greedily. Any opportunity this woman gave me to touch her, I would take it. Shamelessly. She’d only been back in my life for a matter of hours, and I was already feeling like an addict.

      “I need a minute,” she said, directing her attention to Leo and Lily.

      Lily offered her a knowing nod, but Leo’s disposition was decidedly darker as she laced her fingers through mine and led me down the hall to her bedroom.

      The space was precisely as I expected from what I knew of the woman. She didn’t seem to have an affinity for things—not a lot of baubles or trinkets—but she did have a few items that stood out.

      A crossbow hung on the wall like a trophy, its fine wooden shaft dented and worn from battle. Was it hers or something she’d picked up as a display piece? My guess would be the former, possibly passed down through her family.

      In the corner sat a full-length mirror, and in the reflection, I got my first real picture of the two of us. I wanted to pull her to a stop and stand her in front of the glass, watching her reactions as I kissed and touched and licked down her delicious body.

      Instead, she pulled her hand free and turned, shaking it out at her side as though she was suffering a bout of the tingles.

      “What the hell is that all about?” she asked.

      Her reaction was a little confusing. “I’m afraid you’ll have to be more specific.”

      She eased back to her desk, a dull gray metal behemoth, resting her rear end on the edge as she crossed her arms in front of her. “The thing you just did. The same thing I did to you out there?”

      She was talking about the touch. How she could feel what she was feeling. “Did you sense something when I was looking at the mirror?”

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      That settled it. I needed to do a much better job of guarding myself around her. Rather, guarding her from me.

      I scanned the room and motioned to the bed. “May I?”

      “Sit? Yes. Whatever the hell you were thinking earlier?” She paused. “We’ll see.”

      Those two little words sent a thrill through me. I tempered the sensation, moving to sit on the edge of her bed. I didn’t want to be looming over the woman as she confessed why she’d hurled the pendant at me after finding out what it was.

      No, that wasn’t entirely true. I did want to loom over her. I wanted her looking up at me so I could read every drop of emotion that didn’t make it into her words.

      That, however, was not the way to get Never Darling to talk.

      So, I took a seat that left yards of space between us, a chasm that seemed to grow wider with each passing second.

      “You first, Hook.”

      Honesty was the obvious choice, but giving her the truth of our connection might do even more damage than learning the true origins of the pendant had done. Not that I had any other great options.

      I had a feeling she would know if I was lying, just as I would know if she was. I wasn’t certain, not by any stretch. What I knew of these kinds of connections came from stories so old they predated the written word in Never’s realm.

      “Or you can just sit there looking contemplative,” she quipped, her tone as dry as my throat.

      “I’m considering my words carefully, lo—” I cut myself off before I used the nickname I’d bestowed upon her a million years ago in my world.

      It’d just popped out back then, and it had felt as natural as breathing. I wasn’t in the habit of referring to anyone with that kind of affection, but there was something about her.

      She narrowed her eyes. I thought for a moment that she might comment until her expression turned guarded and she remained utterly silent.

      I didn’t like that one bit. There were times when I wanted her quiet—for her safety, for my own twisted pleasure—but to receive her silence now left a hollow ache in my chest.

      It was that ache that pulled the truth from me. “Do you recall your last night in my world?”

      “It was all of three weeks ago. Yeah, it’s still pretty fresh in my mind.”

      That knocked me back a step. “Three weeks? That’s all?” In my realm, I’d been pining over her, turning over every stone I could find, calling in every favor I’d ever been owed for months. Many, many months.

      Her expression softened a little. “Why? How long has it been for you?”

      I shook my head. “A good bit longer. Which is neither here nor there.” It did, however, leave me with questions. “The important thing is what happened that night.”

      She unfolded her arms and boosted herself up onto her desk, letting her feet dangle. “I remember what happened.”

      But did she understand it?

      I pulled in a breath and let it slowly as I considered my phrasing. “Do you recall a moment that night, during our time together, when you might have felt something strange?” I couldn’t even think of how to put it properly. “Perhaps like an opening or a welcoming of some kind.”

      Never studied me through narrowed lids. “No.” My heart sank a thousand leagues into the depths in the time it took her to continue. “But I felt something...” she pressed her hand to her chest right over her fragile human heart. “Crack.”

      Relief flooded me. The connection was real. That was a fact, but had she not recalled the moment, I would have been profoundly disappointed. Because there was a part of me that wanted to explain everything to her, but in a very different setting. Like over a fine meal and with a glass of wine. Not perched on her small bed, in her depressing apartment, while two grown shifters with superhuman hearing were mere paces away and her brother was playing the unwilling host to a demonic shadow.

      Alas, beggars could not be choosers.

      “That crack was, in a sense, a gift from you to me,” I said quietly.

      Her responding expression was understandably skeptical.

      “I asked you to give yourself to me that night. What you felt was precisely that.”

      Skepticism turned to thinly veiled hostility in the space of a second. “I gave myself to you? Could you do a girl favor and break that down for me, third-grade style?” When I raised a brow in confusion, she huffed out an impatient breath. “Tell me, in small words, what precisely you mean.”

      “You gave me a piece of yourself. Your inner self.”

      “Are you talking about my soul?” she asked, her tone entirely too calm for the wild energy pulsing from her. It would seem, the longer we were in each other’s company, the stronger the connection grew.

      Interesting. Also, potentially troublesome.

      I nodded.

      “For fuck’s sake, pirate. That’s what you were asking for when you asked me to give myself to you?” She looked, well, it was hard to say. Upset, certainly. But there was more to it.

      “No.” I thought about it for a moment. “Not exactly.”

      She unfolded her legs, hopped off the desk, and paced a line in front of me. Back and forth, twice before she whirled on me. “Explain what the hell this means.”

      “It means we’re connected.” I motioned between us. “You and I.” I pressed my palm to my chest, just as she’d done. “Here.”

      Her gaze flicked between my hand and my face half a dozen times. “Connected is a very broad term, pirate. Do you... Jesus... that’s why Petra wouldn’t take me in exchange for my brother.” Her hand went to her chest. “I’m not whole anymore, am I?”

      Oof. That certainly wasn’t the way I’d been hoping she would see it. I held my hands up. “Maybe gave is the wrong word. You are whole. It just means you’ve shared yourself with me.” I shook my head. “I feel like I’m explaining this poorly.”

      “You don’t say?”

      Talking wasn’t working, and the longer she kept her distance from me, the more I felt her trying to pull away. I wasn’t letting that happen.

      Standing, I moved across the room to her. She put up her hands to stop me, but the time for words was past. I brushed her half-hearted attempt to stop me aside, caught her by the back of her neck, and pulled her into a kiss meant to show her everything I couldn’t seem to tell her with my words.
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      This guy. If it wasn’t for that searing kiss and the heat coming off him, I would have hauled off and hit him for the way he grabbed me. Rough and possessive, like his lips were the answer to any question I needed to ask.

      They were an answer to something, all right. They were dangerous, dripping with irresistible charm, and laced with just the right dose of alpha energy.

      When that energy rolled over me, seeping into my skin through his touch, I straight melted.

      That’s right. I was done for. Gonzo. Totally lost in the moment.

      Common sense would have had me at least pulling back and sucking in enough air to tell him to back the fuck off until we figured out what we came into my bedroom to figure out. And what I’d learned in the thirty seconds since he’d grabbed me like a neanderthal and kissed me stupid was that I didn’t care.

      The idea of losing or even sharing a part of myself was terrifying, but honestly, it was nothing compared to the knowledge that I’d been carrying around an actual physical piece of Hook. On a flimsy ass chain. Around my neck. Like a friggin’ idiot.

      I yanked my head away, dragging hot air into my lungs. “Wait,” I breathed.

      He didn’t let go, but he pulled his head back, looking down at me with those fiery rings around his irises glowing bright, despite the sunlight bleeding through the sheers. “Do you understand now?”

      Did I? Part of me belonged to Hook. Yeah, I guess I did get it.

      Was I okay with it?

      “Sort of,” I whispered.

      “Perhaps I should try again.” His voice dipped low, his eyes dropping to my kiss-swollen lips.

      Um, yes please?

      No, dummy. When had I become so susceptible to lust? It was making me stupid.

      I wedged my arms between us and pushed back. He let me go, but I knew deep in my bones that every inch of space I gained was there because he was allowing it. Because he was a good man who wouldn’t force himself on me, even if he was exceptionally bossy sometimes.

      “Give me a minute.” I backed up another step, but that was as far as my body would carry me.

      We stared at each other in silence, me trying to get my traitorous body under control and him watching. The man was a predator just waiting for a sign of weakness. And boy howdy, was I weak when it came to him. Weak in the knees and weak as fuck in the rusty old brain box.

      “Your minute is up,” he said. No smirk. No smile. Desire still colored his eyes, but he’d gone dead serious. 

      I nodded. “And what were we talking about again?” It was the only thing I could think to say to buy myself time.

      The corner of his lips lifted on one side, and he cocked his head ever-so-slightly. “You and me, Never.” He reached out and snagged my hand, pulling it to his chest. “Quid pro quo.”

      The phrase hit me like a blow. Right in the fucking feels.

      “Something for something.” Unease snaked through my middle. “Is that why you asked me to give myself to you? Because you gave me back the pendant?”

      He shook his head, gripping my wrist so I could feel the beat of his heart against my palm. It radiated up my arm, to my shoulder and chest, until it felt as though my pulse was trying to keep pace with his. It was intense and a little overwhelming.

      “I asked because I wanted you. I want you. And I would have asked whether you’d possessed the pendant or not.” He lifted my hand, sliding his thumb along the back as he pulled it to his lips. His kiss on my knuckles was ridiculously gentle given the way he’d just ravaged me with his mouth, but I swear to the gods, I felt it in my damned toes. “It is an apt phrase all the same.”

      Because he gave me back the pendant when I needed it, and I gave myself to him when he asked.

      When he let go of my hand and stepped back, I had to fight the urge to follow. My brain demanded space, but everything else inside me wanted the opposite.

      “What happens now?”

      Hook tipped his head toward the bed. “Sit.”

      “You mean, sit, please?”

      He leveled me with one of his classically powerful looks that left me feeling just a wee bit unsteady on my feet before my saucy side kicked in and shored me back up.

      “Sit, please,” he practically growled. I sank down onto the mattress, and the moment I was down, he reminded me of the reason we’d come into the relative privacy of my room. “Now, would you be so kind as to tell me why you felt the need to hurl the pendant at me?” He paused, drawing in a heavy breath. “Please.”

      I almost choked when he ground out the last word because there was nothing about it that suggested it was a request. My humor, however, evaporated when I thought of my answer. I owed him the truth, no matter how badly I wanted snark and smart ass my way out of it.

      “It was the last straw,” I admitted, shaking my head. “You’ve got to understand, I’ve managed to fuck up so many things recently. Chief among them being letting that bitch’s shadow take over my little brother’s body. I absolutely cannot be responsible for anything else. And certainly not an actual piece of the man I...” I caught myself before I said the word burning the tip of my tongue.

      Did I love him? Did I even really know what that meant?

      I mean, yeah, I knew what it meant to love my brother. Even Lily, though things there were different now. Romantic love though? What we had was entirely too new for all the strings attached to those four letters. 

      I could admit that I felt something. Okay, a lot. More than any reasonable person would after a few days with a guy and a few weeks apart.

      Did that make it real?

      Did it make it any less real?

      As I was working through my conflicting thoughts, Hook watched, stoic, giving nothing away. It left me uneasy, and when my hand went to my chest out of habit, reaching for the very thing I’d throw back in his face, I didn’t know what the hell to think.

      It wasn’t like he missed the movement. His amber eyes traced the path of my fingers, narrowing slightly before I realized what I was doing and tried to play off the slip like I was just reaching up to scratch my neck.

      He knew.

      His chin lifted a touch. “Despite your current lack of confidence in yourself—a trait that does not suit you, by the way—I would feel better if you kept it.”

      “And what happens when I lose it? Or if the shadow gets its grubby little hands on it? How will you feel about entrusting me with it then?”

      “You won’t let that happen,” he said flatly, as though there was no point in arguing.

      But I wanted to argue. No, I needed to argue. “What would happen if the shadow snatched it away? Worst-case scenario.”

      Hook moved in front of me, dropping to one knee before he reached up and cupped my cheek in one of his big hands. He pulled me into a kiss that pressed pause on the rest of the world. For a few blissful moments, all I knew was his unique mix of energy, like I was caught in a storm that only existed in my room. 

      He pulled back just far enough to look me in the eye. “You won’t let that happen,” he repeated quietly, with a confidence that almost had me believing him. Right up until I felt the weight of the pendant resting against my chest once again.

      I stared down, not fully understanding how he’d managed to slip the chain around my neck and fasten it without me noticing. “You’re crazy. You know that, right?”

      “You wouldn’t be the first to accuse me of such, love.”

      My heart twisted painfully before it swelled at the sound of that ridiculous four-letter pet name. A vision of the Grinch slipped into my mind, the page in the story when his heart grows three sizes.

      I wonder if this is how he felt.

      The thought brought a bittersweet smile to lips because the cartoon movie version of the story, the one from the sixties, was a tradition in my house. Matty and I would load up on hot chocolate and eggnog and all our favorite cavity-inducing goodies and curl up on the couch to watch that every Christmas eve.

      I met Hook’s steady gaze, now colored with curiosity, though he didn’t ask the question that was so clearly swimming in his thoughts. “I need to save my brother.”

      “I know.”

      “I can’t let that thing take him from me,” I whispered, hating the tendril of panic that began rising inside me again.

      He planted a firm, reassuring hand on my thigh a half second before a loud knock nearly cracked my bedroom door. “Never, you need to see this.” Leo’s voice was barely muffled by the flimsy barrier, so it was all too easy to pick up the urgency in his words.

      Hook rocked back and stood in a motion so fluid I would swear the man was made of silk. He held out his hand, and I took it without thinking, letting him pull me to my feet.

      It wasn’t that I needed the help. I wanted it. Whatever else was going on inside me, I wanted to be close to him and feel the heat of his body.

      I had tried like hell to let the man go, but the truth was I’d missed him fiercely. At least now I knew why holding that damned pendant always seemed to make me feel better. I gave his hand a gentle squeeze, hoping the move said what I couldn’t, and let go.

      “It’s open,” I called, forcing myself to turn my attention to the door.

      It swung open and Leo was there holding up my phone. “This thing is going crazy.”

      I moved across the room and took it from him, swiping through the sea of notifications. I’d set search alerts for everything related to Matty and the shadow that I could think of. Then I’d taken it a step further, asking his friends to let me know if they heard from him.

      What I saw turned my blood cold. “Another attack,” I said. “At a bridal shop? That doesn’t make any sense.” Aside from the fact that it was on King Street. Right in the heart of Charleston’s historic district.

      Historic and occult went hand-in-hand.

      I did a quick search, but all the great and powerful interwebs showed me was a luxury boutique bridal shop that claimed to have been in business for close to eighty years.

      “Either of you have any idea why the demon might attack a bridal shop?” I asked, holding up my phone so they could see the image of the storefront on my screen.

      The two men gave me nearly identical shrugs in response.

      “What has the creature been targeting up to this point?” Hook asked.

      “Mostly occult-related shops and businesses,” I said, turning my phone back so I could swipe left and right on the map.

      That was when I saw it. A sliver of a black door caught at the edge of the frame, almost as if someone had deliberately tried to keep that doorway hidden from the digital world.

      “We need to get downtown,” I said, heading for the hallway.

      Hook caught me by the arm. “What we need is a plan for dealing with the shadow if it’s still in the area.”

      From the way my phone was still lighting up with notifications, there was a solid chance whatever was going down was still happening.

      I shrugged out of his grip as gently as I could. “Then we plan on the move.”

      “Downtown?” Leo asked. “So, we’re taking your car?” If the cringe he tried to hide was any indication, he was not a fan of that idea at all.

      “Suck it up.” I brushed past him. “It’s that or the bus.”

      In the living room, Lily was already pulling on her shoes. I knew the pup version of Lily was a big fan of comfort. What I didn’t expect was for that mentality to transfer into Converse shoes and no socks.

      “I take it you heard,” I said.

      She inclined her head. “Downtown.”

      Seriously, I adored this woman. She didn’t waste words or energy if she didn’t need to. That didn’t mean she was lazy by any means. She’d been out looking for Matty with me every moment that I was, and I suspected she’d snuck out on her own a few times while I was sleeping. Or healing.

      I glanced back over my shoulder, expecting Hook and Leo to be gathering their stuff, but they were still in my room. I turned my head, straining to hear what they were discussing. Unfortunately, supernaturally good hearing wasn’t on my list of abilities.

      “Can you hear what they’re saying?” I asked quietly.

      Lily gave me a quick nod, but nothing else.

      “Well?” I gave her my best ‘what gives’ gesture.

      “It’s between them.” She stood, snatching my keys out of the bowl by the door and tossing them to me. Then she turned her head, keeping her eyes on me, and called, “Wrap it up, boys, or we’re leaving without you.”
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      Never swept out of the room and down the hall, taking her irresistible energy with her. I moved to follow, only to have Leo step in my path.

      “We need to talk,” he said, keeping his voice low.

      My hackles rose at those four words, but I did my best to smother my reaction. “About?”

      “Never is sure her brother is alive in his body, which means she’s going to have a hell of a time hurting him, even if she’s defending herself.”

      A perfectly reasonable reaction given her devotion to her protecting the boy, though, not a terribly helpful one.

      “So, we don’t let her near the shadow.”

      He nodded, his expression grim. “And be careful with the kid, if it comes to it.”

      Because even though a demon shadow was wreaking havoc inside her brother’s body, it didn’t mean she would ever forgive me if I killed him. Even to protect her.

      “Wrap it up, boys, or we’re leaving without you,” Lily called from the other room.

      We stared at each other for another beat, the unspoken understanding passing us between before Leo shook his head. “She’s not kidding.”

      “Then we should get moving.”

      The female tiger shifter was so different from the girl I’d known back on the island. She’d been young and vibrant back then. A little on the timid side for her kind and filled with the kind of reckless hope that only existed in youth.

      Now, her boisterous nature had been replaced with a stoic silence, and her timidness was a thing of the past. That reckless hope, though? I couldn’t get a read on whether she still had any of that distinct magic flowing through her veins.

      Following Leo out, I paused at the door and turned to take in the whole of Never’s room once more. I wanted to catalog everything about it, to memorize it so I could call it to mind anytime I needed a reminder of her. Just in case.

      Three increasingly tight breaths later, I headed down the hall to find Leo standing in the open door leading out of the apartment.

      “Time, Atlas. It’s all about time in this world.”

      I jogged out of the room after him. Every realm revolved around time. Even ours.

      An eternity and approximately seven heart attacks later, Never pulled her car up to a curb in a much older looking area of her city. A ways in front of us, the road was cordoned off with bright orange cones and strings of yellow tape. Uniformed men and women stood guard, keeping a gathering crowd at bay, and we all piled out of the car in silence.

      What was there to say?

      We needed to see the damage, and Never was leading the charge. She weaved through the crowd as we got closer, not so gently elbowing her way between people with me close on her heels. Lily was doing the same, combing through the throng at a different angle with Leo at her back. It didn’t take long to make our way to that flimsy tape, though when I caught sight of the reason for the commotion, I was tempted to haul Never to a stop and try to talk her into going straight back to her apartment.

      Glass littered the ground in front of the bridal shop from the broken windows. Streaks of blood marred the antique white walls and stained the two dresses still hanging askew in view of the crowd. What I couldn’t see was where that blood had come from.

      “Are you sure about this?” I whispered in Never’s ear. She shivered, and I reached up on instinct, wrapping gentle, supportive fingers around her upper arms. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded before tipping her head toward the black door she’d mentioned on the harrowing drive. It was set back in the shadows, barely noticeable amongst the charm and character of the surrounding shops. Almost as though it was cloaked, like a person had to be looking for it to see it.

      “We need to get in there,” she said over her shoulder.

      That was where Lily and Leo came in. I caught Leo’s gaze resting on Never and me as he waited at the tape several paces away. We maneuvered as close to the door as we could manage, and on Never’s signal, Lily let out a wail of sorrow so convincing it tugged at my better side. It was all for the sake of distraction, but there was no way to fake that kind of heart wrenching sadness without experiencing the pain that came with the real thing.

      Never stared for a beat too, concern creasing her brow. Leo moved in and made a show of trying to quiet the wailing woman, but the scene had precisely the effect we were hoping for without inciting panic. Two men in dark blue uniforms moved in, and everyone in the crowd was caught up in their dramatics.

      I felt a tug on my sleeve and turned to follow Never under the tape.

      The air in the dark alcove felt different from the air on the street. Cooler in a way that had nothing to do with lack of sunlight striking the area.

      She reached for the handle but paused when she saw it was slick with blood. The concrete at our feet was spattered crimson as well. Which meant we were certainly on the right track.

      I reached around her and grabbed the handle, twisting it before she could say anything. The door swung silently open onto a landing that stretched back all of two paces before a steep, dark staircase led straight up to another narrow landing.

      Lovely, I thought sarcastically.

      Never didn’t need any nudging or prodding after that, though I almost wished she did. I wiped the blood on my dark pants and followed, closing the door behind us. It left us navigating those steep steps by the light of the single dim fixture hanging at the top of the stairs.

      “I would really feel better if you would let me lead,” I whispered.

      This was an argument we’d had on the ride here. In Never’s mind, it was her job to save her brother. I didn’t want to deny her that, but the demon and its rogue shadow were my responsibility.

      “Not happening,” she breathed almost silently as she climbed the stairs. Her hand drifted to the railing before she caught sight of yet more blood smeared along the scarred wood.

      At the landing, we found another crimson streak, along with several heavy droplets staining the rough tile. This time, though, she reached for the door without hesitating, twisting the knob and easing the solid wooden panel open.

      Scents washed out of the space beyond in waves. Incense, burnt sage, a hint of something ancient, and more blood. A lot more. I caught Never by the arm and hauled her back to me. One thing I’d learned in the many, many years I’d existed was to trust my instincts. Right now, they were telling me something was wrong.

      She looked up at me, her suspicion mirroring my own. Instead of fighting me, she half-rolled her eyes, let out a silent huff, and stepped aside.

      I moved past her, pausing just long enough to whisper “Good girl” in her ear.

      Oh, the look she threw could have melted glass, which was the only reason I was wearing a smirk as I rounded the corner into what appeared to be a witch’s den. 

      The space was a mixture of modern and archaic styling. Tattered books and wrinkled parchment were grouped in chaotic stacks, piled on nearly every flat surface in the place. A fan in the corner swiveled slowly, catching and fluttering a few stray pages that had found their way to the worn wooden floor.

      Instead of a cauldron over an open flame, there was a cast-iron pot resting atop a stove, with something bubbling inside despite the lack of flame beneath. Another scent was slowly filling the space, displacing the other, more familiar fragrances. The closer I drew to the stove, the stronger it grew.

      The trail of blood, however, led away from whatever vile smelling concoction the resident witch had been brewing. I wasn’t aware of any potions or spells that called for rotten eggs, but perhaps it was something specific to the human world.

      I felt a pull at the back of my shirt and found Never pointing to a body slumped in the corner. That sense that something was wrong tingled up my spine again, racing along my nerve endings.

      Holding my arm out to keep her from coming around me, I made my way across the room to the body. Naturally, instead of following me, she’d chosen to follow the trail of blood.

      The body was that of a witch. A modern witch, from her attire, but definitely a woman of magic. The problem was the lack of blood. I reached out slowly and lifted one eyelid. The whites of her eyes were shot through with red, and I caught the hint of bruising forming on her slender neck.

      She was dead but still alarmingly warm to the touch.

      Before I could relay as much, a crash yanked my attention across the room. Never screamed a curse and stumbled back as a lanky form advanced on her. I’d only glimpsed her brother on the deck of my ship, but I didn’t need to pull that memory forward to recognize the boy. His features were so very like hers, just with stronger lines and somewhat sharper edges.

      If that wasn’t enough, the black sheen to eyes would have removed any doubt.

      “Stop, demon,” I commanded, throwing power behind the order.

      The boy’s head whipped my way. Surprise lit his youthful face before his lips pulled back in a wicked snarl. “Captain,” the creature hissed.

      “You know how this ends,” I said, fighting for calm even though I could see Never in my peripheral vision. The front of her shirt was painted red, the same as the demon’s hands. Hell, the thing’s clothes were varying shades of red and brown, as though layers upon layers of blood and gore had already dried beneath the current shine of its fresh kills.

      The thing looked from me to Never, until she leveled it with her fiery stare. “Let him go.”

      Her brother’s head tilted unnaturally to one side, like a praying mantis watching its prey. “No.”

      The shadow wasn’t really worth arguing with, or threatening, for that matter. I was too primitive to care. But why the hell was it stalling? This was a creature of action, not words.

      “What are you looking for?” Never asked. “What do you need to leave my brother alone?”

      It chuckled, a sound too low and vile to come from the throat of a seventeen-year-old boy. Its eyes dipped to Never’s chest, zeroing in on the pendant tucked inside her shirt. Still, it didn’t make a move.

      “You know the drill, asshole. Come get it,” she said.

      “No!” Had she lost her mind?

      The creature charged forward only to haul itself back so violently it nearly pulled itself off its own feet. I was already across the room and at her back by the time she’d taken a step toward it.

      “Matty?” Her voice wavered. “Fight it, Matty. Fight it and stay with me.”

      I watched the boy’s body with my own muscles on the very edge of action, ready to throw myself in front of her the nanosecond that thing made another move in her direction. His eyes flickered from black to blue and back. He let out an inhuman bellow that shook the wall and rattled the windows.

      “Enough!” I yelled over the creature.

      I yanked Never behind me roughly. She tried to fight, but I refused to let that monster hurt her again. If I’d been there the first time, that first night she’d returned to this world, there was a good chance I would have gutted the boy to get the shadow out of him after what it’d done to her.

      “Get. Out.” The words came out through gritted teeth, short and clipped. It took me a moment to realize it wasn’t the creature who was doing the talking. He turned his head slowly, wincing as he did, until he was looking at the pot on the stove.

      With a violent jerk, the boy was facing Never again, only it was painfully clear who was running the show. The thing lunged forward, shoving me aside in its bid to get at her. And it was strong. Considerably so given its weak human host.

      Its hand swiped mere inches from her throat before I caught it by the hair and yanked it back. It whirled on me, snarling and snapping like the feral creature I knew so well. I slammed the thing first against the counter, scattering bowls and books and heavens knew what else on the ground. Then I changed course, catching it by the back of its filthy shirt and hurling it at the wall.

      “Stop!” Never screamed, her voice laced with agony.

      I knew why she was screaming. I fully understood the reason she charged up and tried to shove me out of the way, but I couldn’t let the shadow escape again. The thing tried to get to its feet, so I moved in and delivered a swift kick to its rib cage.

      The blow felt like a betrayal because that was what Never was feeling. It didn’t matter that what I was doing was meant to keep her safe. I wasn’t trying to kill her brother, but all she saw was an assault on a being that looked tragically like someone she loved.

      The problem was, we couldn’t go easy on the human and hope to capture the shadow. That wasn’t the way things worked.

      It crawled across the floor making miserable, desperate sounds meant to elicit compassion. Unfortunately, I had none for the demon or its shadow. Grabbing it by the throat, I hauled the thing up to face me, its boyish face twisted into a mask of pure hatred.

      I knew the feeling. My hate for the demon had faded at some point during our endless lives, becoming little more than a slow simmer rolling in the background. Until I’d found Never on the beach those many months ago.

      Since that morning, my enmity had grown. Sharpened.

      The shadow kicked out, catching me hard in the knee before twisting out of my grip. It spun and kicked again, connecting with the center of my chest and driving me back. I smashed into a soft body and heard Never’s muffled cry of pain as we both crashed to the floor.

      Common sense told me to keep my eyes on the boy, but everything in me wanted to turn and check on her.

      Footsteps pounded the stairs, echoing into the room.

      “He’s getting away,” Never grunted, sounding more angry than hurt.

      Except, when I looked up, the shadow was still there, and it was wearing a smile so sinister it brought the hairs at the back of my neck to attention.

      It fished a small silver rectangle out of its pocket and flipped the lid.

      A lighter? Why would the thing need a lighter?

      It took another half second for my brain to pick up the nearly undetectable scent of gas under the overpowering stench of rotten eggs.

      Panic flared inside me. I didn’t have time to think. All I could do was haul Never into my arms and make a mad dash for the nearest exit. I spun at the last minute, letting my back absorb the impact of the shattering glass as I held on to the woman I loved for dear life.

      A blast wave propelled us out, followed by a shock of heat and flames that made my heart twist for fear of what it might do to Never. I saw and felt it all in slow motion, watching the flames singe the air around us before gravity took over and the world went black.
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      We hit the ground hard. A teeth-cracking, wind-knocking, not entirely sure I remained fully conscious kind of hard. It was only by the miracle of the stubborn demigod who’d made himself my cushion that nothing felt broken.

      Correction: nothing in my body felt broken.

      Hook was a different story.

      I eased off him, biting back a wince at the unnatural way his bones shifted under my weight. He was perfectly silent, eyes closed, and the world around us fell away. I reached an unsteady hand up to cup his cheek, trying like hell not to see the pool of thick red blood growing beneath his head.

      “Hook?” I whispered. I couldn’t seem to catch my breath. Seeing him like that made everything inside me try to lock up.

      When I didn’t get a response, I grabbed him by the jaw. “Goddammit, pirate. Open your fucking eyes.”

      That fall with me on top of him would have killed a normal person. There was some consolation in the knowledge that he wasn’t actually a person, but only a little. He’d said magic worked differently in the human realm. Did that mean his own immortality might not function the same way?

      Most of the crowd had scattered with the explosion, but it was only a matter of time before the first responders who were already on scene for the shadow’s bloody attack started closing in on us.

      Under no circumstance could I let them get their hands on him.

      It was bad enough that I didn’t know whether he would heal. What if he did heal but did it while he was in police custody? Or at a hospital? What would they do with him if he was miraculously okay in a couple of hours?

      If I remembered right, that was how long it’d taken when the sirens attacked his ship.

      I dragged myself to my feet, ignoring the stench of singed hair and the pulse of heat inside my chest, and looked for a way out of our current nightmare.

      The man/demigod was too heavy for me to carry. So, what are my options?

      We were inside the barrier the police had set up, right in the middle of the carnage left behind by Petra’s shadow and my brother—blood and gore that was now littered with more shattered glass, broken brick, and the fine coating of dust and ash that was still falling.

      Maybe I can drag him to some sequestered corner away from prying eyes? I crouched at his side, gently lifting his head to get an idea of how bad the damage there might be. My fingers touched something soft and slimy, and my gag reflex kicked in. Violently. It was all I could do to ease his head back down.

      Tears stung my eyes, and for one brief moment, I considered letting them fall.

      “You’re tougher than this,” I hissed at myself, shuffling back a few inches. Everything from my stomach to teeth was caught in a tightening vice, but I could do this. I just had to—

      “Never!” Lily yelled.

      I yanked my head around, blinking furiously, to find her stumbling through the black door with Leo in tow. They looked rough, covered in dust and soot with their hair in tangles. When the big guy’s gaze fell on me and then Hook, everything about him hardened.

      He charged forward, pushing past the approaching first responders as though they were nothing. “Are you okay?” he bit out.

      I nodded. “But Hook...”

      He stared down at him for half a second before hauling the other man’s body up and over his shoulder, and not gently. Then he took off running, ignoring the shouts and warnings of police as he broke through the tape line. I followed, racing after him until strong fingers clamped around my upper arm, wrenching me in another direction.

      “Not that way,” Lily snapped. “We need to split up.”

      Instead of arguing or questioning, I did as she said, following her quick footsteps away from the carnage. My heart wanted to go wherever Leo was taking Hook, but Lily was right.

      Throwing a glance over my shoulder, I checked the scene behind us. “We’re not alone,” I said, turning forward and putting on a burst of speed to keep up with her.

      “Good.”

      We’d split up to give us all a better chance of getting away. Given the number of uniformed officers I’d seen trailing after us instead of them, their odds had just gotten a whole lot better.

      We ran until every step made my legs shake and every breath felt like shards of glass scraping down my throat. When we came to the fourth—or maybe it was the fifth—locked metal gate meant to keep people out of the narrow walkways between the old buildings, I almost didn’t make it over. The sharp finials along the top caught on my jeans, and I lost my balance, hitting the ground on the other side with an indelicate groan.

      I rolled into a loose fetal position and laid there for a second, dragging in breaths that felt like a special kind of torture.

      “Get up,” Lily said, her voice commanding.

      “Trying,” I breathed.

      But I wasn’t. I needed a minute to make sure my heart wouldn’t explode and my lungs wouldn’t collapse. Just the thought reminded me of the way Hook’s bones had moved and shifted under my weight, and I turned my face into the filthy pavement so Lily couldn’t see my pinched expression.

      She crouched beside me, breathing heavily but nowhere near as desperate for air as I sounded to my own ears. Not that I could hear a whole hell of a lot over the whomp-whomp-whomp of blood rushing through my veins.

      Lily didn’t say anything as she waited. She just rested at my side, watching the world beyond the metal gate. I have no idea how long I laid there like that trying to get my shit together, but when I finally dragged myself to my hands and knees, I could actually breathe again.

      It hurt. Everything the cool air touched on its way down seemed to burn, but it was better than it had been.

      “I don’t know how much more I can run,” I confessed.

      She stood, holding out a hand to help me up. “Then we walk. It looks like we lost them anyway.”

      I rolled back onto my heels and took her offered hand. “Thanks.”

      She tipped her head back a little as she pulled me up. Over the last three weeks, I’d come to learn that was her way of saying I was welcome.
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      I paced a line across the living room. Hours had passed since we’d made it back to the apartment, but Leo and Hook were still nowhere to be seen.

      “What if they got caught?” I asked.

      Lily shot me a look before shaking her head. “Leo wouldn’t let that happen.”

      Not intentionally, but even he could only fight off so many people alone. Add in the guns police officers carried, and the odds weren’t exactly in his favor.

      Why the hell did it have to be like this? Nothing I tried to do went right. No matter what I did, I couldn’t even get close enough to my brother to have any hope of saving him. Hook was here, that was something, but helping me had gotten him blown out a window.

      “I’m cursed,” I muttered, not realizing I’d said it out loud.

      “So?” Lily asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “So, everything I touch turns to shit. Maybe you three should just, I don’t know.” Leave. Go home. That was what I meant to say, but I couldn’t bring myself to give voice to the words.

      “Being cursed isn’t the end of the world.”

      I shot her a sardonic look. “Right, and how did my great-grandma’s curse work out for you?”

      Low blow, Never. Why couldn’t I just keep my damned mouth shut?

      To my surprise, Lily laughed. “I’m still here. I reunited with my cousin, and I’m still hanging out with my favorite human, even if she has become a little more neurotic over the past few weeks.”

      “Your favorite? Really?” She might have meant it as a joke, but it tugged at my heart strings.

      Lily’s expression melted from sarcastic to genuine as she twisted on the couch, throwing her arm over the back of it to get a better look at me. “You heard me.”

      Huh. “I always assumed Matty was your favorite.” The two had certainly spent more time together than she and I had over the last few years.

      Her fingers drummed slowly against the worn upholstery, running from pinky to index and back again. “He always needed more companionship than you did.”

      Meaning he was lonely. I winced. “I know I was gone a lot.” But I had bills to pay. Food to buy. It took two jobs to keep us above water.

      She shifted to her knees, resting her elbows on the back of the couch. “He knew why. The kid might make some questionable teenage choices, but he’s no dummy.”

      The handle to the front door rattled, and just like that, I was ten kinds of tense again. Lily got up off the couch quietly, coming to my side. Leo and Hook could be out there, but it could just as easily be the shadow trying to find its way in. If it succeeded in overpowering my brother for good, our apartment would be that thing’s first stop.

      The handle rattled again before a loud knock just about made me jump out of my skin. “A little help?”

      My heart twisted and soared as I tripped over myself to get to the door and let Leo in. When it swung open, I was greeted with the sight of a very tired looking Leo supporting a barely conscious Hook. The second they were through the door, I snuck under Hook’s other arm and helped move him to the couch.

      We set him down as gently as we could, but when he started to fall back, his head lolling, Leo caught him gently by the back of the neck and guided him down onto his side.

      “His head is still healing,” he said quietly.

      I glanced at the clock, then at Hook, dread bleeding through my initial sense of relief. “It’s been four hours. When he was injured on his ship, he was considerably better in just two or three.”

      Leo took the oversized chair next to the couch, letting out an exhausted sigh as he sank into its softness. “That was there. This is here. Besides, he’ll heal faster with rest.” He laid his head back, then rolled it to look at Hook. “And now that he’s closer to you.”

      “What does that mean?” I had no magical abilities. Unless sarcasm, snark, and cussing like a sailor counted.

      “I tried to get him to rest longer before we came here, but once he was conscious, getting to you was all that mattered.”

      Hook’s eyes were closed, his face slack. I wasn’t sure he could even hear us. Still, I sank down on the floor beside him and pressed a gentle kiss to his lips. His chest hitched for one brief moment, but that was the only sign he gave that he’d felt anything.

      Turning my attention back to Leo, I eyed the full length of him slouched in the chair. “Are you okay?”

      He looked at me for several seconds, his expression filled with conflict. “I’ll live.”

      “Thank you for getting him out of there. I couldn’t have done it—”

      He held up a hand to stop me. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I didn’t do it for you. Atlas and I have been friends for longer than you’ve been alive. Generations longer. We might not see eye to eye on things all the time, but I wouldn’t have left him there whether you were involved or not.”

      As cutting as those words came out, it was a relief to hear them. The last thing I wanted was to come between friends, and I knew some of the earlier tension between them had to do with me. But the other thing, about just how long they’d known each other, was a vivid reminder of how my time in Hook’s life would never meet that measure.

      So, I didn’t respond, other than to give him a brief nod.

      Lily moved to the kitchen and started a pot of coffee. By the time she brought me a mug, Leo was out cold in the chair.

      “I should be telling you to get some rest too,” she whispered.

      I took the steaming mug with a grateful smile. “But you know me better than that.”

      “Yep. Just like I know you’re going to camp out right there until he wakes up.”

      “That’s the plan.” I took a sip of the coffee, hissing as it burned my tongue. “Can’t sleep anyway. Not with everything that’s happened.”

      She came back with her own mug and sat down on the coffee table. Then her gaze shifted slowly from Hook to Leo. “He never had a chance with you, did he?”

      Guilt slithered through me, hot and embarrassing. “No,” I whispered.

      “Did he? Before?” She motioned to Hook.

      I took a minute to really think it through before I responded. I would have been lying if I said I wasn’t attracted to Leo physically. The guy looked like a bronze god. He was also sweet and thoughtful and patient. He was everything a woman should want.

      But he wasn’t Hook.

      My broody pirate had ruined me.

      I shook my head, giving her the silent truth.

      Reaching up, I took Hook’s hand, lacing our fingers together. He skin had a worrisome ashen tint, but his skin was surprisingly warm. “I wish there was something more I could do,” I said, more to myself than to Lily.

      “You have the pendant. You could try using it to help him heal faster.”

      Great idea, in theory.

      “Except I don’t know how to make it work.” I was pretty sure the thing helped me heal faster after catching my own dagger in my back, but it had done it without any input from me and mostly while I was sleeping.

      But hey, it wasn’t like it could do any more damage. Right?

      I thought about that long and hard before I slipped the chain over my head. Loosening my grip on his hand, I dropped the small, precious pendant between our palms before squeezing my fingers tight.

      “Has he really only been here a day?” I asked.

      She smirked over the rim of her coffee cup. “Feels like forever, doesn’t it?”

      It really did. “What are we going to do?” I meant it in the grander sense.

      How would we capture the shadow? How would we separate it from my brother? What would we do with it then?

      And what would happen to Hook, Lily, and Leo if we succeeded in those things?

      I was so caught up in my spiraling thoughts that I didn’t feel the pendant growing warm in my hand or notice the faint glow slipping out from between our intertwined fingers.

      “We’re going to get him back.”

      My head snapped around at the sound of Hook’s raspy voice, relief and joy and fear all warring for dominance in my battered chest. He squeezed my hand gently but didn’t give me that trademark smile I was longing to see.

      Was he thinking the same thing? Were all the what ifs threatening to drive him mad, too?
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      Never’s emotions were all over the place. I could see it in her face and the wildness in her eyes. It was also bleeding into me where we touched, like her body couldn’t possibly contain all the uncertainty churning inside her.

      “One thing at a time, love,” I said quietly. “We’ll figure this out.”

      She let out a bitter laugh that did nothing to calm the energy pulsing from her, but beneath the bitterness and fatigue was affection. Warm and inviting.

      If my head had felt even a fraction better, I would have lifted it from where it rested, cupped her face in my hands, and kissed her until she stopped thinking about everything that was poisoning her mind.

      Instead, I squeezed her hand again, feeling the pendant anchored between our palms. “Are you trying to help me heal?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Just shut up and let your body do its thing.”

      I chuckled at her attitude. I would rather have her fiery and feisty than unsteady and unsure any day of the week.

      “How are you feeling?” she whispered, casting a quick glance to her right.

      I twisted just far enough to see she’d been checking on Leo, who was fast asleep in the chair just a few short feet away.

      “I’ve been better,” I admitted. “But it’s nothing I can’t handle.”

      Even as I spoke, I could feel my body working to repair the damage. Clever girl that she was, Never had been right to use the pendant. My body tapped into the magic of that piece of me, aiding the process.

      “Good.” She shifted around, trying to get comfortable, before she settled with her head resting on her arm.

      When she closed her eyes, I figured it would just be for a moment, but as minute after minute passed, her breathing became slow and steady.

      “You’re a damn lucky pirate. I hope you know that,” Lily whispered, her words barely audible even with my enhanced hearing.

      I knew. Never was like no one I’d ever met. She was everything I never knew I wanted.

      “She thinks she’s cursed.”

      That got my attention. I pulled my gaze away from her peaceful face and found Lily perched on a stool at the kitchen counter. “Why would she think that?”

      “Because everything she touches falls apart. At least, that’s the way she sees it.”

      With my free hand, I reached out and ever-so-gently brushed Never’s hair away from her face. “She’s wrong.”

      “Are you sure?”

      No. Not about the curse, but she was wrong about everything falling apart, because the only time I felt whole was when I was with her.

      I didn’t answer Lily, and she didn’t ask again.

      I laid there for a long time just watching Never sleep. Her suspicion that she might be cursed lingered in my mind, mingling with other thoughts and notions. It was certainly a possibility. It was also possible that her entire family line might bear the weight of a hex.

      There were ways to check for that kind of magic, but they required the help of a powerful witch.

      Then there was the issue of her blood. There were many things a magical being could do to torture a demon. Things one could not do to a human, like summoning them to the far reaches of the universe.

      Curses could be unraveled. Hexes could be broken. It always took time and power, but it could be done.

      If the sea witch was right, however, even a sliver of demonic blood meant Never and her brother were damned.

      It meant there would be no peace for her soul when she passed from this world. There was no hell in the traditional human sense, but there was a place that may as well have been hell for all the more inviting it was. The birthplace of the original demons.

      These days, it was called the Alius. Only it wasn’t as much a place as it was a plane that existed in the same space as the human realm, overlapping. Much like the Nassa, time in the Alius didn’t line up with time in the human realm.

      It was also equally difficult to get there.

      More so, perhaps, considering the veil acted as a barrier to keep those planes separate, even from gods. If something happened to Never here, in her world, and her blood landed her in the Alius, I would have no way of getting to her.

      The short-sighted part of me wanted to believe that all I had to do was keep Never safe in her world, but death by any cause would end with her soul trapped in the Alius. The only real answer for keeping that from happening was to take her back to the Nassa and keep her safe there long enough for the realm’s magic to protect her.

      She flinched in her sleep, trying to yank free of my grip. Instead of letting her go, I traced feather-light circles over the back of her hand until whatever dream she’d been having subsided. I cast a look across the room to where Lily had been sitting earlier, hours earlier judging from the light in the room, and she was still there, watching.

      We held each other’s gaze for seconds that stretched into minutes, almost as though we were coming to a silent understanding. For me, that understanding was that I needed Never in my life. I needed her by my side. Except keeping her meant trapping her in my world forever.

      Letting her go meant condemning her to the Alius after her very short human life drew to an end.

      Neither option was ideal, but the Nassa was clearly the better of the two.

      Ah, but will she come with me?

      If her brother was alive and in the human world, the answer would be a resounding no.

      If he was in my realm? She’d already traveled there once to rescue him. She would do it again.

      I turned my attention back to Never. Would she hate me if I dragged her brother back to the Nassa? Maybe not, if she knew the truth. But I already knew she would hate me if she ever learned I’d done it for my own selfish reasons.

      I would hate myself too if I was ever that weak.

      That the thought had even crossed my mind had my inner critic clucking his sharp tongue.

      “You awake?” Leo asked quietly.

      “I am,” I whispered, twisting around carefully to get a look at him without waking Never. “I owe you. A great deal.”

      He pulled his bottom lip between his teeth, biting hard enough to turn the flesh white. Then he shook his head. “You would have done the same for me.”

      True. That was one of the many benefits that came with having loyal friends. You helped each other even when you were at odds.

      His gaze slid to Never, her face slack with sleep as her hand remained tangled with mine. Emotions played across his face in slow motion as he took her in.

      When he met my eyes again moments later, his smile was tinged with sadness. “I didn’t want to admit it earlier, even to myself, but her heart obviously belongs to you.”

      Thank the stars. Despite my feelings for her, I did not relish the idea of tangling with one of my dearest friends for any reason.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Better.”

      “All healed?”

      “Mostly.” If one ignored the hole I’d torn in my own heart thinking about Never’s fate.

      “Is she okay?”

      I took a beat to weigh my answer. “As near as I can tell, but I would like to get her up off the floor. I just haven’t been able to bring myself to wake her.”

      “I would offer to carry her back to the bedroom—”

      An involuntary rumble started deep in my chest at the thought of him putting his hands on her, even innocently.

      He dipped his head. “That’s what I thought.”

      Heat raced up the back of my neck at what I’d just done. There was no denying I had a primitive side. All creatures did. But I’d worked hard to keep that side of myself caged. Reacting like that, to a friend no less, was exceptionally bad form.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s gotten into me.”

      He pulled himself up and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees with a smirk. “Yes, you do. If our roles were reversed, I’d be a growly, grumbly sonofabitch too.”

      Unlacing my fingers from Never’s, I set the pendant on the table. It took some effort to get myself off the couch and lift her off the ground without waking her. In part because I wasn’t yet fully healed. Every movement felt rusty, but eventually I got her situated in her own bed.

      The logical part of my brain said I needed to go back out and start working out a plan to deal with the shadow, but the woman in front of me was all-consuming. 

      Leaving her clothed was the smartest option given my limited control, but her clothes were still covered in blood, dust, and ash. So, I worked quickly to peel off her shirt and jeans in the most efficient and non-sexual way.

      It was no use. My blood was already racing at the sight of her in just her underthings, despite her unconscious state.

      What does that say about me?

      Rather than dwelling on it, I toed off my boots, pulled my shirt off over my head, and climbed into the bed behind her. Gathering her close with her nearly bare back flush to my chest was like coming home after a long, lonely journey.

      I wanted her as close as I could have her, for as long as I could have her. Which, given her depressingly short mortal life, wouldn’t be long enough.

      Minutes ticked by in relative silence, her steady breathing the only meaningful sound in the room. Except with each steady inhale and exhale, the innocent press of her warm body against mine morphed from comforting to arousing.

      She shifted her hips, pressing back into me, and I had to swallow my groan. When she did it a second time, her sumptuous rear end nudging my length, I gave into the urge to let my lips brush along the back of her neck.

      Only she didn’t respond.

      Is she teasing? 

      Or was she still sleeping and unaware of what her body was doing?

      I traced a lazy line with my fingertips, down her side to her hip and along the line of thin fabric clinging there. “Never,” I whispered.

      She mewled in response.

      It was encouraging, but still not a clear indicator she was awake. A better man would have stopped right there. Which was to say a better man would not have slipped his hand beneath the barely there fabric of her panties. He also wouldn’t have had to bite his own lip to stay the rumble of satisfaction that tried to escape when he found her deliciously slick and hot.

      I eased up onto my elbow to get a better look at her. Her eyes were still closed, but the look on her face spoke of anticipation.

      “Is this what you want?” I asked quietly.

      She didn’t respond with words, but it was almost as though I could feel her awareness. As much as I longed to keep going, with my pulse ramping up and my body primed, I was struck by the fact that I didn’t know her well enough to take those tiny responses as permission.

      “Give me one word, Never. Yes or no?”

      She arched languidly in my arms, pushing back into me once more.

      “I’m going to need more than that if you want me to keep going,” I whispered, leaning in close to her ear.

      If she heard me, she gave no indication.

      I tried to stop myself, but my treacherous hand moved anyway, sliding further down. My fingertips skated along her wetness until I found her clit. Guilt was eating at me, making me question every heated touch.

      But the desire pouring out of her would have been enough to best a man a thousand times better than me.

      I circled that glorious little nub just once, and she huffed out a sharp breath. A jolt of satisfaction shot through me, so I did it again, a little harder, eliciting a breathy moan that had my cock straining for her.

      The woman was killing me.

      “Give me something.” For the love of all the gods. Give me anything.

      “Please.” That single syllable was barely a whisper, but it set my pulse to galloping.

      A wicked smile curved my lips.

      I circled her clit again and again, until Never’s breaths grew faster and sharper. Still, she didn’t open her eyes. The vixen. When I pressed two fingers into the tight well of her pussy, she leaned into the sensation.

      “You’re making me feel like a monster,” I whispered, though it was only half true.

      Her eyelids fluttered. “Then be my monster.”

      Another thrill rolled through me, this one darkly satisfying. I’d been worried that I’d hurt her the night before when I’d lost control in that cramped closet, but if she truly wanted to see my monstrous side, I would be more than happy to introduce her to it.

      Later. For now, I had other plans.

      I alternated between pumping those two fingers into her and sliding them up to tease her clit. She was enjoying the experience. That much was wonderfully obvious. Her cheeks were flushed, her body hot, but with the way she wouldn’t look at me or talk to me, what I was doing still felt a bit like a violation.

      And yet, somehow, in precise contrast, it felt so very right.

      That rightness was what I focused on, and once I paid attention to it, I realized it wasn’t coming from me. The doubt and the hesitation were mine. That overwhelming sense to keep going? That was bleeding into me from her.

      Only this, I thought, promising myself I would not fully cross the line unless she opened her damned eyes. Indeed, the next time I buried myself inside her, I would have her begging for it first.

      I worked her like that, working myself up as I watched the expression on her face change the closer I drove her to orgasm. My fingers swirled and stroked and pumped until her brow pinched, and her jaw clenched, and her fingers were digging into the blanket at her sides. When she finally broke, it was a soft and perfectly silent thing, as though even her breath was caught in the moment. Her back arched beautifully, and her whole body trembled as I gentled my touch and eased her back down.

      It took only a few minutes for her pulse and breathing to recover. After a few more, she was fast asleep.

      My cock, on the other hand, was at full attention and straining against my pants. Despite the desire torching my insides like a wildfire, I refused to take things even an inch farther.

      She needed sleep. Desperately, if I were to venture a guess. Sleep she certainly would not get if I remained where I was.

      Drawing in a heavy breath, I dragged myself from her side, slipped out of her room, and padded silently down the hall. I took my time washing up in the bathroom. My body needed a chance to calm down before I dared to make my way back to the living room.

      “Is she sleeping?” Lily asked, eyeing me with unveiled suspicion as I stepped from the hallway.

      I nodded. “Quite heavily, it would seem.”

      “Yeah.” She hopped off the stool and moved to the couch, pausing a moment to stretch in a way so languidly feline there was no mistaking the women’s shifter lineage. It wasn’t until she’d taken up her spot in the corner of the couch, curling her long legs up beside her, that she offered more. “That girl has been running herself into the ground.”

      A vision of the night before flashed into my mind. When I’d had her pinned to the door and grinding into her. I barely managed to cut off the thought before it had a chance to reawaken my baser urges. This was not the time or place for such decadent daydreams.

      “What can I do to help her?” I asked, moving to take a seat at the opposite end of the couch.

      Leo shrugged. Lily, on the other hand, chewed on her cheek as though she had something to say.

      “Out with it,” I commanded.

      She bristled at the order. There was a time when she would have done what I said without thinking, but she’d been much younger then. Now, she was a creature of two worlds, and the longer I was around her, the more obvious it was that the rules of the Nassa didn’t necessarily apply to her anymore.

      “You’re lucky I still like you,” she said through gritted teeth.

      This was her liking me? “I’d hate to find myself on your bad side.” I offered her a charming smile, a weapon in my arsenal to which she was apparently immune.

      Leo coughed out an amused laugh, hiding it behind the back of his hand.

      Lily glared between us, before settling her tired gaze squarely on me. “You want to help? Tell me how we exorcise a demon from a seventeen-year-old kid.”
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      “You’re kidding, right?” What Hook was proposing sounded like a horrible joke.

      He shook his head.

      I stared at him, blinking like a fool, and feeling like I wasn’t truly comprehending the situation. “We seriously need a demon to drive out a demon? You can’t do it with your god-like powers?”

      “Godly, not god-like.” His lips curled up in a smirk before he schooled his expression. “And no, I cannot.”

      “Because only demons can yoink other demons out of humans,” I said, still not believing it. “Who made up that idiotic rule?”

      He cast me a patient look that very clearly said it didn’t matter.

      The tizzy I’d been working myself up into deflated because he was right. Knowing who was responsible for making up stupid rules wouldn’t change the fact that I was screwed.

      I sank down on the kitchen chair and rested my forehead against the cool wood of the table. Five minutes earlier, I’d woken up feeling better than I had in days. Dare I say, weeks. Now? I was back to trying to swim upstream in rapids. Actually, this was worse. At least swimming upstream I’d still have at least a fighting chance.

      “I may have a solution,” Hook offered quietly.

      I lifted my head, barely catching and leashing the hope that tried to race through me. “May?”

      As in possibly, but not definitely? I would kill for something solid to hang my bets on, but I was willing to work with may or maybe. Or even might or possibly. They were all better than no chance in hell.

      “The Brethren.”

      He said it like I was supposed to know what it meant. “Is that a religious cult or something?”

      “The Brethren is a brotherhood of demons here in the human realm. Eleven ancient and incredibly powerful demons, to be more specific, who were ripped from their world into this one thousands of years ago.”

      I cast a glance at Lily who only shrugged. “Don’t look at me. I’ve been in this world for a while, but I was a dog for most of it. Remember?”

      Like I could forget.

      Turning back to Hook, I asked, “If they’re so powerful, why haven’t I heard of them?”

      It seemed like a reasonable question. Magic wasn’t a common thing in my world as far as I knew. But Demons? I’d known about those fuckers since I was a kid.

      “They typically only intervene when lesser demons get out of line,” Hook explained. “Though they were known to take down a witch or two back in the day.”

      “So, they’re what, good demons?” The contradiction grated against all of my life experience. There was no such thing as a “good” demon.

      He cocked one distractingly attractive eyebrow my way. “Perhaps it’s better to think of them as potential allies rather than trying to weigh their morality.”

      Not the good guys, then. Weirdly, that was a bit of a relief.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, with no lack of sarcasm. “And, uh, how exactly does a girl go about summoning one of these demons?” I held up a hand. “Nope. I’m putting the cart before the horse. What makes you think a brotherhood of demons would be game for helping us?”

      He licked his lips, never taking his eyes off me. “As I said, they intervene when lesser demons get out of line. Petra’s shadow is kicking up a lot of dust in this world. If they haven’t been alerted to its presence yet, it’s only a matter of time before they catch wind of the situation.”

      A new, rather alarming thought skittered through my mind. “What do they do with demons that get out of line?”

      “Destroy them,” Leo said from where he was slouched in the chair by the TV, his arms folded over his chest. “I already told him this was a risky idea.”

      “But they pull the demon out first, right?”

      Hook stood and moved across the room, taking the seat closest to me. “Possessions can be challenging.” He leveled me with a determined look. “But I won’t let them hurt your brother.”

      Unless they have no choice. Sometimes it was a little too easy to read between the lines with him.

      “Why didn’t you bring this up before the whole bridal shop shit show?” I asked, fighting to keep the snark out of my voice.

      He was trying to help, and really, he was the only one of us who had any idea what to do with Matty when the time came. Assuming we ever managed to get our hands on him.

      His expression turned apologetic. “I didn’t know the full extent of what we were dealing with.” He took my hand in his. “The fact that your brother is fighting the shadow is a good sign. It means he has a strong will and a very strong mind.”

      Yeah, but how long could he hold out? That was one of the many questions that haunted me in the quiet moments.

      “Unfortunately, it also means the shadow has more strength to draw from. I believe that’s part of the reason the creature has been successful at fending off your advances so far.”

      Well, the universe clearly had a twisted sense of humor.

      And no sense of right and wrong.

      “Do you know them personally?” I asked. “The Brethren?”

      Hook’s head ticked to one side. “I’ve met three of the eleven.”

      “So, you’re not like immortal pen pals or something?” Great job of toning down the snark there, Never.

      “Nothing so intimate.” His thumb traced small circles across the back of my hand. “We are similar, however. They live by a code and will only allow harm to come to a human if there is no alternative.”

      That didn’t sound like any demon I’d come across. “This must be the newer, gentler generation of soulless hordes.”

      He let out a tired chuckle. “The Brethren are primordials, love. They’ve been around since the dawn of time.”

      That got my attention. “Longer than you?”

      He nodded. “Considerably.”

      My mind was a whirlwind of chaotic thoughts. The idea of pitting powerful demons against a demonic shadow that was parading around in my brother’s body honestly made me sick, but what other option did I have?

      “You’re sure we can’t exorcise the shadow ourselves? How about witches? Could they...” I hadn’t even finished the question before the look on his face gave me precisely the answer I didn’t want. “There’s no other way,” I said without hiding the defeat I was feeling.

      He squeezed my hand gently. “I wish there were.”

      Fuckity fuck.

      I pinched my eyes closed to hide the frustration boiling beneath the surface, but my hand tightened around Hook’s. This felt like an epically bad idea.

      “How do we get in touch with them?” Lily asked.

      I peeled my eyes open to find Hook watching me intently. Then he tapped the side of his head. “I can reach out.”

      “With your mind?”

      He nodded.

      Great. So, it wasn’t just wicked demons and wickedly hot demigods I had to worry about. Now there were mystical primordial demons who could read minds. That was what I wanted to hear.

      Then what he said really hit home. “Can you talk to all demons with your mind?”

      He leaned back, releasing my hand and letting out a heavy breath. “Primordials, yes. Lesser demons like Petra, no.”

      My jaw fell slack. “You consider Petra a lesser demon?” She—it—was the most powerful demon I’d ever come across, and I’d gone up against plenty of those baddies.

      He ran his tongue along the edge of the teeth like he was carefully weighing his answer. “Petra is powerful. The demon has been around for a very long time, but she was created after the originals. Much like myself.”

      “I don’t understand,” I said, shaking my head. If Petra was a lesser demon, wouldn’t that make Hook a lesser god?

      His answering smirk was all knowing, which did nothing to help my frustration. “That form of communication is passed down from the originals, and the ability fades with each new generation. Petra is likely a couple of generations removed from the source of her power.”

      Cool. I tipped my head back to stare at the ceiling. It was hard to think with that smirk breaking down my defenses.

      Closing my eyes, I pulled in a bracing breath. “Do it,” I said, before I could chicken out.

      Yes, it sounded like one of those ideas that could ruin everything, but what choice did I have? In three weeks, I’d made zero progress even cornering the shadow, and that was with Leo and Lily’s help.

      A warm breeze rolled in through the cracked window, and I just sat there with the back of my head resting against the chair and my eyes closed. Until I remembered it was almost Thanksgiving.

      Why the hell is the breeze warm?

      I cracked one eye open, then dragged my head up and blinked at the two unfamiliar men standing in my living room. I shot to my feet so fast my chair toppled over behind me.

      “Easy,” Hook said, getting up and putting himself between me and the strangers.

      They were both well over six-feet tall, built like fucking brick houses, and sporting business casual attire of all things. That was weird enough, but their eyes were what had me doing a double take. Whatever colored they’d been when they’d materialized in my shitty apartment, they were both glowing an eerie-as-fuck red.

      “Your friends don’t look so friendly,” I said, not bothering to keep my voice down.

      Twin growls filled the now very cramped feeling space, and I knew without looking they were coming from Leo and Lily.

      “Settle down, kitten,” the guy on the left said, eyeing Leo.

      He might have meant it as a good-natured joke seeing as he was only slightly bigger than the Adonis-like tiger shifter, but I wouldn’t put money on it.

      Hook’s eyelids fluttered like he was trying not to roll his eyes. “These are members of The Brethren,” he said. “And they’re here because I asked them to come. Though...” he turned his attention to two men, “I didn’t expect such a quick response.”

      The other guy—

      Nope, not a guy, I thought, correcting myself. The primordial demon, aka the thing that looked like a ruggedly handsome human male with a thousand-pound chip on his shoulder, shrugged. “We’re here. That’s what matters.”

      “And I appreciate you coming.” He tipped his head to the man on the right, then the one on the left. “Emerson, Theloneus, allow me to introduce Never Darling, and Leonidus and Lilith of the Shere Clan.”

      My gaze darted to Lily. Her real name was Lilith? When I raised a curious brow, she shook her head and rolled her eyes.

      Looks like I’m not the only one who isn’t a fan of her given name.

      Hook moved to my side, standing close enough to draw the attention of the demon he’d called Emerson. Only now, instead of those creepy ass red eyes, he was sporting irises in a shade of stormy blue that put mine to shame.

      He dipped his head in our general direction. “What can we do for you, Atlas?”

      I opened my mouth to answer for him, but thought better of it when I caught the way Theloneus was watching me. The dude was studying me openly. We’re talking zero shame in that silent stare. Even worse, those brown eyes stayed locked on me as Hook started explaining our predicament, right up until he mentioned that it was my brother that Petra’s shadow had anchored itself to.

      Theloneus’s judgmental stare bounced to Hook for just a moment before swinging back to me. “Brother? By blood?”

      Pressing my lips into a flat line to keep my mouth shut, I gave a quick nod.

      “Ah, that explains it,” he said, with a dismissive shake of his head.

      “Explains what?” I asked.

      Confusion flickered across the demon’s face. Then his head tipped to one side and his eyes narrowed, but Hook cut in before he could answer.

      “Do you think you can help us?”

      The two Brethren shared a look before turning their attention back to us. “This demon,” Emerson started, “is this the same one you were cursed with imprisoning?”

      He went stiff beside me. “It is.”

      Emerson stared at him silently for a few beats, though his expression was thoughtful. “But the demon itself is still in your realm?”

      He nodded.

      Emerson scratched his stubbled chin. “I can’t say I’ve come across such a predicament before.”

      “It’s not a predicament,” I blurted. He made the torture my brother was going through sound like something as mundane as getting turned around downtown. Or getting caught in a rainstorm without an umbrella.

      That was when I caught a glimpse of how tired the guy looked. Sure, he was big, and probably supernaturally strong, but when he focused on me, his eyes spoke of someone who’d been through hell one too many times.

      “Call it what you like.” Even his voice sounded tired now. “That doesn’t change the fact that this is new territory for us, which is a rarity these days.”

      That wasn’t promising.

      Hook reached down and grabbed my hand, lacing our fingers together. Even just that simple touch helped soothe the worst of my nerves.

      It also reignited Emerson’s interest. He stared at our clasped hands for longer than was comfortable, a muscle in his defined jaw jumping before he gave his head a little shake and turned to Theloneus. “What say you?”

      They shared a look that told me absolutely nothing, and the next instant, they were gone.

      Along with Hook.
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      I blinked, and suddenly I was standing outside, facing Emerson and Theloneus with Never nowhere in sight.

      Weariness seeped into my bones. “What is the meaning of this?”

      Emerson shook his head in response, wearing an expression that was equal parts frustration and pity if I was reading him correctly.

      “The woman doesn’t know about her blood, does she?” Theloneus asked. There was no judgment in his voice, but it was loaded with curiosity.

      I let my stance ease the tiniest bit. “She does not.”

      “But you do.” Emerson’s eyebrows pulled together, revealing a series of fine lines that were uncommon for a being of his power.

      “Obviously.”

      “And you’ve chosen to be with her despite her bloodline?” he asked skeptically.

      “I fail to see how my relationship with Never is relevant to the trouble we’re facing,” I fired back, careful to maintain a polite tone. What I felt for her and what she meant to me was no one else’s business.

      “You are aware she’s mortal, aren’t you?”

      Much to my dismay. I dipped my head to confirm his suspicions.

      His lips twitched down, deepening his frown before Theloneus cleared his throat and pulled my focus.

      The air shifted, and just like that, it was only the two of us standing on that unfamiliar rooftop. From the layout of the city beyond, we were likely on the roof of Never’s apartment building. A fact that made me feel both better and worse.

      “Where did he go?” I asked.

      Theloneus let out a great sigh. “You’ll have to forgive him. He fell in love with a mortal not all that long ago, and he still hasn’t recovered from losing her.”

      My chest tightened. My throat worked, though I could barely swallow past the lump that had formed there in the space of a breath. “How long?”

      Pity filled his brown eyes. “Since she died? Just shy of a century.”

      All the air still lingering in my lungs leaked out. Emerson was living my nightmare, and it brought the reality of my situation with Never into even sharper relief.

      But it was already too late for me. It wasn’t as if I could stop loving her. 

      My heart twisted in my chest. Love. I just had to think that cursed word, didn’t I?

      He reached out and clapped me on the shoulder, ripping me from my troublesome thoughts. “We should be able to help with the demon, though every exorcism carries some risk for the host.”

      It took me a moment to come back to myself and process his words. “You’re still willing to help?”

      “Of course. The shadow bit might make things tricky, but the principles of the spell should remain the same.”

      His answer offered me hope, limited though it may be. If we could get the shadow away from the boy, I could ensure Never and Matty’s safety by returning the creature to the Nassa. That, at least, would buy me time to figure out what the devil I was going to do with her.

      “What’s your price?” I asked. Everything had a price.

      “The truth.”

      “What truth is that?”

      He cast his gaze across the rooftop and across the city before it found its way back to me. I was powerful in my own right, but there was no denying the echo of endless ages that swirled around a primordial being. He folded his arms over his chest. “Tell the girl the truth about her blood. She has a right to know.”

      “What good will that do?” I shook my head. “When she dies, she’ll end up in the Alius, whether she knows the truth now or not, won’t she?”

      His nod was barely perceptible. 

      “Then why should I ruin her time here with that knowledge?” Especially when I had no intention of letting her die. Period. I just wasn’t sure telling anyone that part of my plan was a good idea.

      “It’s a cruel place, Atlas. Worse even than this world during its darkest years. Souls that aren’t expecting to end up there rarely fare well.” 

      All I could do was stare. The human world in its darkest years was a thing of legend, and I’d witnessed only a sliver of it.

      “I see your wheels turning. Whatever plan you might be working on, make sure you’re also preparing to lose her. That is the way things always end for humans.” His expression turned almost fatherly. “If you truly care about her, prepare her for her fate.”

      My blood was racing, filling every cell in my body with anxious energy. The idea of Never winding up trapped in the Alius clawed at me, laying everything inside me bare. Maybe she did deserve to know, but I hated the thought of robbing her of her beliefs surrounding death, even if I didn’t yet know what they were.

      But none of that mattered, did it? I would tell her the truth. If that was the price to save her brother, I would pay it.

      No matter what else happened, I would find a way to bring her to my world. Even if that meant tearing a hole in the veil and laying waste to every being in the Alius who stood in my way until I found her.

      She was mine, and nothing in the universe would keep from her for long.

      “I will tell her.”

      He nodded once. “Do it quickly. The longer the shadow controls the boy, the harder it will be to separate them.”

      A cool wind ruffled my hair, but when I turned my head to let it wash over my heated face, I was once again standing in the still air of Never’s apartment.

      Emerson was there, as I suspected he would be, with Never staring him down with so much fury it was a miracle the man didn’t burst into flames.

      He cast his gaze my way. “I see why you chose her.” His lips tipped up in a sad smile.

      She whipped around, relief washing some of her anger away. “What the fuck was that?” she demanded, even as she closed the distance between us. She stopped just out of reach, like she wasn’t sure if I’d want her to come any closer.

      I reached out my hand. “We need to talk.”

      Half an hour later, Never was standing at the window, staring out at the rather depressing view of her neighborhood. She’d taken the news of her bloodline in stride, but I had a feeling the implications hadn’t truly begun to settle in.

      “Does it change things? Will the Brethren refuse to help now?” she asked without turning around.

      Fortunately, Emerson and Theloneus had taken their leave while I shared the news with her.

      “They’ll still help.”

      She nodded. It was the only indication she gave that she’d heard me. I wanted to go to her, to pull her into me and tell her it would be okay. Her blood was the same as it had been when I’d first laid eyes on her. It changed nothing for me, but there was little I could do for her as she wrestled with her new reality. 

      She turned slowly, a haunted look shadowing her normally fiery features. “When do we start?”

      “Whenever you’re ready.”

      “It’s okay to take a beat, Nev,” Lily said, watching from her perch at the kitchen counter. “You were just hit with some pretty huge news.”

      She nodded thoughtfully before shaking her head. “But that’s the problem; it’s just information. I can’t do anything with it.” When she finally looked my way, resolve hardened her expression. “So, I’m going to pretend like I didn’t hear it. Going to hell, or whatever you called it, is officially a tomorrow Never problem.”

      “The Alius,” I reminded her. Of all the ways I’d imagined she might deal with the news, disregarding it altogether hadn’t even made the list.

      She waved a dismissive hand. “Let’s get those evil bastards back here and get this shit show on the road.”

      There it was: the attitude. Her armor. As much as I wanted her in my arms at that moment, the woman needed to stand on her own. So, I let her have her space and sent out the mental call. Only a matter of seconds passed before Emerson and Theloneus reappeared.

      Never’s expression was cool and determined as she took in both men. “What do we need to do to get that thing out of my brother?”

      “You told her?” Emerson asked, ignoring her question to shoot me a doubtful look.

      “Yeah, he told me I’m rocking some demon blood inside all this.” She motioned to her body. “It changes nothing.”

      His gaze swung between the two of us before his shoulders lifted in a resigned shrug. “Very well. The first thing we need is a location. Outside but secluded, where we can draw the demon to us without putting others at risk.”

      Never and Lily shared a look. “The park,” they said in unison.

      “Where I saw the demon the first time,” Never added. “I was in a part of the park that was mostly overgrown, like people didn’t spend much time there.”

      “I didn’t scent a lot of human traffic there either,” Lily said.

      Right. I’d forgotten they were together during Never’s initial fight with Petra’s shadow.

      “It might be an anchor point,” I said to Emerson and Theloneus. “When I was pulled from my world to this one, I arrived in that same park.”

      Emerson narrowed his eyes. “You were pulled? You didn’t flash here?”

      My gaze slipped to Never for half a second before returning to him. “I’d been trying to find my way here without any success. Then, out of the blue, I felt myself slipping between realms.”

      He scratched the stubble along his broad jaw. “Interesting. It takes a good deal of power to cross realms, but it takes more to draw a being from one to the other.” His gaze roamed the room before settling on Never. “The pendant you and your brother used to return here. Do you still have it?”

      She took longer than I expected to respond, but eventually she pulled it out from beneath her shirt to show him. “Right here.”

      “Hmm.” He moved closer, studying it carefully without reaching out for it. “And what kind of magic is this?”

      “Mine,” I said. “That is, quite literally, a piece of me.”

      His eyes went wide, and he backed up a step.

      “It’s kind of a family heirloom,” Never said.

      “And that’s a story for another day,” I added. The last thing I wanted to do was relive that experience with everyone present.

      “Uh huh,” Theloneus chimed in. “Atlas, when did you arrive in the human realm?”

      “A day and a half, give or take.”

      “And Never, did you have the pendant at that time?”

      “Yeah?” Her brow scrunched together for a few seconds before her eyes slowly widened. “Oh shit.” Those two words were barely audible, but I was pretty sure everyone in the room heard them.

      “You summoned him,” Emerson said, sounding impressed.

      She started shaking her head, then stopped and looked at me like she wasn’t sure she wanted to share what she was thinking. “I didn’t... I was just...” Her gaze darted to Lily and back to me. “We’d just had a run-in with my brother. Lily was injured and she shifted. It was the first time I’d seen her as a tiger, and I was tired, and we just kept fucking losing...”

      She fell silent, her throat working but no sound was coming out.

      “It’s okay,” I said soothingly, reaching out for her.

      She shrugged away from me with an apologetic look. “It was stupid. I didn’t think... I didn’t...”

      “Love,” I caught her by the wrist before she could retreat further. “I was trying to get here. I’d done everything I could think of. Called in every favor I’d ever banked.”

      Her eyes searched mine, looking so lost and unsure that I had no idea what was going on in her head. Emotions were bleeding from her in a river, but they were chaotic and jumbled.

      “I grabbed the pendant to kind of ground myself, and I thought of you,” she confessed. “How much I... wanted you in my life.”

      My heart stilled for gods only knew how long before it took off like a bird in flight. Soaring. That was the only way to explain what I was feeling. Well, that, and a bone deep satisfaction. I couldn’t take my eyes off her, even when Emerson let out a breathy laugh.

      “In all my years, I’ve never heard of a human summoning a god in such a manner,” he said. “Color me impressed.”

      Never’s expression remained guarded, but it did soften a touch.

      “Has the shadow made a play for the pendant?” Theloneus asked.

      “Yeah. It tried to take it when we first got here,” she said, turning her attention to the other men. “It damn near managed it too, but Matty took back over long enough to get the thing to back off.”

      “You said he surfaced yesterday as well, correct?”

      She nodded.

      “That’s promising Even incredibly strong humans wither under the weight of demon possession. Most souls are burned out of their bodies within a matter of days.”

      I winced and cast him a warning glare, but it was too late. Never had heard the same thing I had.

      “When you say ‘burned out’, what exactly does that mean?” she asked.

      The primordial at least had the decency to look uncomfortable before he answered. “Possession doesn’t typically displace a soul, it destroys it. Not always,” he rushed to add. “Given how long he’s held on, there is reason to hope.”

      In an unexpected twist, Never seemed to relax at the news. “Just so I’ve got this straight, you’re telling me that if my brother’s soul is burned up before we can get that piece of shit shadow out of him, he’ll cease to exist. Am I understanding that correctly?”

      He offered her a hesitant nod.

      “So, his soul will just...” She made an expanding gesture with her hand. “Poof? And he won’t end up in hell?”

      Understanding smacked me so hard I felt like a fool. Her world revolved around her brother. Finding out she was cursed to spend eternity in the Alius would have been bad enough, but the knowledge that her brother would suffer the same fate must have been eating her alive.

      Emerson’s expression was unreadable as he nodded in the affirmative.

      Never let out a relieved breath, though the tension rolling off her was still considerable. “I’m not going to pretend like that’s the best news I’ve ever heard, but it’s a fuck ton better than the alternative.”
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      “You’re sure this is it?” Leo asked, scanning the trees and shrubs surrounding us.

      The six of us were gathered in a small clearing that looked vaguely familiar. I mean, the first time around, I’d been fighting for my life. Admiring the landscape hadn’t exactly been high on my list of priorities.

      “I guess it looks like the right place,” I said.

      Lily sidled up next to me. “This is it.” She inhaled deeply. “The shadow’s stench is still here.”

      Leo mirrored her inhalation before wrinkling his nose. “Oh yeah, there it is.”

      “See, it’s shit like that just makes me glad I don’t have any superpowers,” I said, trying to lighten things a shade. It was that or give into the anxiety clawing at my brain and making it hard to breathe.

      What we were doing was risky. That was blindingly fucking obvious. And the sick feeling swimming in my stomach wasn’t helping the situation.

      It’ll be fine. We have two ancient know-it-all demons here to help. Nothing bad will happen to Matty.

      I had to choke down a bitter laugh at that less than reassuring thought. Something bad had already happened to him. A big, nasty bushel of bad. The best I could hope for at this point was that nothing worse would happen.

      How about we focus on making sure this works? We’ll get that thing out of Matty and send it right the hell back to where it came from.

      That was where Hook’s pendant (my pendant?) came into play. I reached up and clutched the thing like it was a string of pearls.

      Did I love the idea of using that shard of magic to lure the shadow into our little trap? Nope.

      Did the big, bad primordials think it was our best bet? Yep.

      Guess who won that debate?

       “It’ll be okay,” Hook said reassuringly, startling me out of my thoughts.

      It was strange getting this kind of treatment from him. Broody, I could handle. Bossy? That was doable. Sweet and understanding?

      Who even was this guy?

      He rolled his neck first one way, then the other. “How about we get into all that later?” Then he dropped a devious wink.

      And just how the hell was he doing that? Was it some godly power he possessed now that he was in my world?

      “We’re almost ready,” Emerson said from the center of the clearing.

      The two ancients had dragged a stick through the dirt in roughly the shape of a circle, with eight candles sitting on the ground at about equal spacing. Everything with them so far was like that. Roughly, about, good enough.

      “I take it this kind of magic isn’t an exact science? I mean, do we need to wait until a certain time of night? That’s the way it works in movies,” I said, already feeling like I was woefully out of my element.

      Theloneus chuckled. It was a strange sound, coming off somehow amused and deeply threatening at the same time. “Magic is never an exact science. And time? That’s relative in the human world, at least in the way you’re referring to it. Magic is not bound to a clock in any realm.”

      “But the timing does matter, doesn’t it?” It wasn’t like I’d ever seen a group of women casting spells over Sunday brunch. Then again, I’d never seen anyone cast a spell in real life.

      “The flow of power matters. In this world and this time, it is commonly known as the ribbon. It is, in a way, an extension of the veil that separates the Alius from this plane of existence.” He knelt, lit a candle, and stood to move to the next. “The ribbon is a source of power that magical and non-magical beings can draw on, though most humans don’t have the slightest clue that it even exists.”

      An invisible magical ribbon of untold power? Yeah, count me among the ignorant on that one. “And this ribbon is always... somewhere?”

      I felt Hook’s warm hand settle on my shoulder. “Yes, but it travels, weaves through the human world.”

      “So, you can’t see it, you don’t know where it is, and it moves? And somehow, we’re supposed to tap into it to draw the demon here?”

      “Not you,” Emerson said with a grim shake of his head. “All you need to do is stand in the circle and do as we say. The circle should keep you and the amulet safe while we dispatch the demon.”

      My hackles rose at that last bit, and that sick feeling intensified. “And by dispatch, you mean pull that thing out of my little brother, leaving him safe and whole in the aftermath, right?”

      “We will do everything in our power, Never,” Emerson said. His voice carried a reassuring determination, but it wasn’t enough to put a dent in the dread curling inside me.

      Theloneus lit the last candle and stood. “It’s time.”

      I moved to the edge of the circle with Hook by my side. He took my hand and turned me to face him. Then he kissed me like the world was ending. Toe-curling and full of the kind of emotions I wasn’t ready to feel for another person. When he pulled back, a smile played at the corner of his lips.

      “Deep breath, love.”

      I did as he said, doing my damnedest to inhale without sucking air. I only kind of failed. But any calm the move was meant to bring me vanished when deep, otherworldly chants filled the clearing.

      “Make sure Lily and Leo stay clear unless the Brethren absolutely need them,” I said, meeting Hook’s confident gaze.

      “They know the plan.” He cupped my face in his large hands and dusted my forehead with a feather-light kiss. “Are you ready?”

      I turned back to the circle without nodding. I would never be ready to draw my possessed brother into a trap where two ancient demons and one heart-stealing demigod were waiting for him. Stepping over the line and into the circle was like sealing a door shut in an airtight room. The light breeze disappeared, and everything around me went dead silent.

      “What the fuck?” I whispered, a little surprised that I could hear my own voice.

      Kneeling, I snagged my dagger from my boot. Then I stood and spun in a slow circle. “I guess that means it’s show time.”

      Grabbing the pendant, I thought of Matty. I thought of bringing him to me, of seeing him in the clearing, of hearing his smart-ass voice for the first time in weeks. That last thought triggered the sting of tears, but I blinked them back.

      A few excruciating heartbeats later, the pendant finally lit up, kicking off that warm, golden glow that had seemed so incredibly threatening just a few weeks earlier.

      Looking up, I locked eyes with Hook. He gave me one last longing look before turning his back to me, leaving his cutlass sheathed as he took up a stance that said he would destroy anything that tried to come after me, with or without his blade.

      The threat rolling off him should have frightened me, especially considering he was bracing for a fight with the thing inside my brother, but it didn’t.

      He knew what Matty meant to me.

      A flicker of movement had me whipping my head around. My foolish heart leapt at the sight of my brother. Even the varied shades of rust coloring his clothes and streaking damned near every visible inch of his skin did little to dampen the hope that sprung to life in my chest.

      Those eyes, on the other hand, were enough to douse that brief flare of optimism in a flood of icy reality.

      Black and bottomless. That was the only description that fit those dead eyes.

      No, that wasn’t quite right. They weren’t dead. Heartless. Without conscience. That was closer. Even soulless didn’t fit the bill, because the thing was Petra’s soul.

      The shadow took three lumbering steps into the clearing, almost like it was in battle to move itself forward. It licked its lips and sneered at the demigod and demons that had created a defensive wall between us.

      It said something I couldn’t hear, lips moving silently even as those vile eyes glared at me. Then it launched itself at Hook and my heart catapulted to my throat. Emerson and Theloneus moved as one, boxing my brother in, but he was fast and wily. He twisted out of Hook’s grip and lunged for me. Instinct had me backing up a step and throwing my hands out to defend myself, but when the thing hit the edge of the circle, it was like it hit a flexible wall. The invisible barrier gave maybe six inches before it repelled him, wide eyed, right back into the waiting arms of the immortal power trio.

      The fight was vicious enough that Leo and Lily both moved in close enough that I could see them lurking in the shadows of the nearby trees.

      I would have killed to hear what was happening. Was my brother in the mix somewhere? I found myself hoping he was, but also secretly wishing he wasn’t. Because what if he was there, aware of what was happening? Or worse, what if he was feeling everything that was happening?

      I shook with a mixture of worry and fury.

      “Be strong,” I said to myself. “We’ve got to be fucking ruthless if we’re going to get him back.” Weakness wouldn’t help anyone right now.

      Emerson and Theloneus had prepared me for this as best they could. They’d warned me it would likely be a brutal fight, and that it was nothing compared to what my brother’s body was likely to go through when they moved to pull the shadow out.

      “Come on,” I whispered. My fingers tightened around the pendant with one hand and gripped my blade like my life depended on it with the other as I urged Hook and the others on.

      I’d felt helpless before, but this was a whole new level. Every bone and muscle in my body wanted to be out there. The need to act pulsed through my veins, and my fingers tingled madly, like they were somehow half-asleep and connected to a car battery at the same time.

      The three giants of men wrestled my brother’s lanky frame to the ground, and I watched, biting my tongue as they tore my brother’s shirt off him. He writhed in the dirt. His mouth was twisted in a scream or a bellow. Still, all I heard was the rising thump of my heart and the short, shallow breaths I was managing to suck in. 

      Little by little, as Hook and Emerson held my brother down and Theloneus straddled Matty’s harrow hips, his bare chest took on a deep red glow. Without warning, Theloneus struck, shoving his monster-sized fist into the center of his chest.

      Panic erupted inside me. “No!” I screamed, even though I knew this was supposed to happen. Somewhere, deep in the back of my mind, I remembered the two primordial beings explaining this moment to me.

      Hearing about it and seeing it were two very, very different things.

      My body moved on its own, reacting to the violence. I crossed the barrier of the circle a half-second before I was hit from the side by a powerful force and driven to the ground.

      Sound rushed in, a deafening melee of yelling, inhuman screeching, and a scream that hit me right in the fucking feels. I bucked, fighting to break free of the Adonis pinning me to the dirt.

      “They’re killing him!” I shoved and twisted, but everything I tried seemed to give Leo better leverage.

      “Think, Never,” he snapped. This was not my calm, somewhat reserved Leo. This guy was fighting his own battle for control. “Calm down and remember what they said.”

      I remembered all right. It was going to hurt both of them, shadow and boy. There was no way around that. But the scream I’d heard wasn’t just pain.

      Wrenching my body around, I gawked when I saw the thing Theloneus was pulling out of my brother’s chest. It was slick and black, and it was fighting them with everything it had.

      “We’re losing him,” Emerson bit out, barely loud enough for me to hear.

      Was he talking about Matty or the shadow? Hook cast a worried look my way and my heart sank. Then my brother let out an agonized wail—a very human wail—and I was done. The pendant flared to life, burning against the sensitive skin of my chest. When I shoved at Leo again, fully expecting to hit an unmovable wall, it took me a moment to realize I’d succeeded in throwing him off me.

      And not just by a little. He was lying in the dirt a good four feet away.

      I scrambled to my feet and started forward, only to have a lithe, snarling tiger skid into my path. “Out of the way, Lily,” I warned.

      She growled, dipping her head low, clearly intent on standing her ground. A half-second later, she was joined by another tiger. This one was slightly larger, with a broad head and a thicker neck. Where Lily’s fur was a deep reddish-brown offset by rich black stripes, Leo’s was tinted a brilliant gold, and even his stripes held a golden hue.

      “Get the fuck out of the way,” I said again, adjusting my grip on my blade.

      “Get back in the circle!” Hook boomed. He moved like he meant to get up and force me, but the minute he took his hands off Matty’s body, it went right back to writhing and bucking.

      “Hold him!” Emerson commanded.

      Leo and Lily stalked forward, driving me back a step, until Theloneus pulled on that shiny black being, and Matty let out a sound that I would never be able to scrub from my memory.

      We all froze.

      He was dying. Matty was still in there and whether it was the shadow doing the damage or Theloneus, I didn’t care. This was killing him, and I refused to let that happen.

      Grabbing the pendant, I did the only thing I could think of, and called the shadow to me. It was a split-second decision. I didn’t weigh the pros and cons or consider the consequences, because it was the only move I had.

      “Come on, you piece of shit,” I bit out. “Come play with someone your own size.”

      The shadow broke free of Theloneus’s hold, tore free of my brother’s chest, and slammed into me hard enough to send me stumbling backward. My foot landed on something hard and round. I had barely a moment to register that it was one of the candles marking the points around that protective circle before I lost my balance entirely and crashed into the dirt.

      A flash of golden light filled the clearing. It blinked out just as quickly, leaving me half-blind and with a pounding headache as I scrambled to my feet. I tried to take a step forward. I could see my brother laying on the ground, his chest rising and falling. Only my body wasn’t responding.

      That was when I felt the pressure. The weight of something else taking up space inside me. It was heavy in a sickening way. Greasy. Like I’d been injected with a few gallons of used motor oil laced with wicked, violent intent.

      Then the pain hit, tearing through my mind. I was still moving. I could see and hear and feel what my body was doing, but when I tried to force it to do what I wanted, that searing agony sliced through me.
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      Horror bled through me, poisoning my thoughts and thickening my blood.

      Never blinked at me, but gone were those feisty blue eyes and that snarky little smirk she wore so well. In the space of a few moments, mere seconds, the blue was replaced with inky black, and that smirk had twisted into a familiar sneer. All that was missing was the creature’s monstrous teeth.

      “No,” I growled under my breath.

      The shadow looked around the clearing like it was seeing it for the first time. When its gaze landed on the boy in the dirt behind me, it hissed.

      Leo and Lily were still in their tiger forms, and the five of us formed a circle around Never.

      “Can we do the spell again?” I asked. It should have been no different from pulling the shadow from Matty.

      I dared a glance over my shoulder, but he was still unconscious. Considering the way his big sister looked at that moment, it was probably for the best.

      Emerson and Theloneus exchanged a look.

      “It won’t work,” Emerson said in a tone that left no room for argument.

      “It’s the same spell, is it not?”

      The shadow was ignoring us, choosing instead to study the scratched circle and the candles littering the dirt like nothing else in the universe mattered.

      “We have a bigger problem,” Emerson said, pitching his voice low. “The amulet. She still has it.”

      Dread slithered across my already raw nerve endings. He was right. It was there, dangling from her slender neck. It was as dull and dead as any other stone in this world, but it was only a matter of time before the shadow realized it was there. Once it did...

      As though the thing heard that worrisome thought forming, it glanced down at the pendant. There was a chance it wouldn’t know how to use it. Hell, there was a chance it wouldn’t be able to do anything with it, period.

      It reached up, turning the pendant in Never’s fingers. Then it glared directly at me. “Power.”

      I felt a kick of rebellion rise up inside me, only it wasn’t coming from me. The creature’s eyes flashed from black to blue.

      “Take it,” Never said. She sounded panicked, and she moved like she intended to yank the necklace free of her neck. Before the chain reached its breaking point, the shadow was back, clutching it in a white-knuckled fist.

      It shook its head.

      I stepped forward, and the thing shook its head again as it brought the blade in Never’s other hand to her throat.

      Ice flooded every inch of me, turning my feet to stone. “Don’t.”

      Please, don’t. I threw that plea out to the universe.

      We both knew what would happen if the shadow killed her now. It would be pulled back to the Nassa, where I would make it my mission to make every remaining moment of our eternity together a living nightmare.

      But Never would be dead, and her soul would be trapped in the Alius where I didn’t have a chance in hell of getting to her.

      The shadow grinned, showing far more teeth than the woman it was holding hostage ever would. When I took another tentative step, it pressed the blade harder to her flesh, releasing a thin trail of blood that spilled down her neck. I stared in grotesque awe as that tiny stream of ruby liquid followed the path of the fine chain down to the only piece of me that mattered anymore.

      My heart was tripping in my chest, thundering and racing, stopping and starting. Every cell in my body wanted to act, but one wrong step and that monster could ruin everything.

      A fury unlike anything I’d ever felt burned through my better judgment in a flash. Even when I’d been cast into the Nassa and disowned by my father, the anger was but a whisper compared to the war chant drumming inside me.

      “Let her go,” I commanded, throwing power into the booming order.

      The creature faltered for a moment, then that evil grin spread wider.

      “Let her go,” I repeated, feeding more power into the demand. “And leave this realm.”

      The thing shook its head, and to my horror, the pendant started to glow.

      No!

      It was bad enough that the thing had slithered its way into her body. For that alone, I would make it pay. The pendant, though, made the situation a thousand times worse.

      The shadow couldn’t take a human host on its own, even with the sprinkling of demon blood running in Never’s veins. But coupled with the power from that piece of me? That was what had given it the power to jump into Matty during their trip back here. It was also the thing that had let the monster invade Never’s being.

      If it could bring that power to life, it would summon Petra into the human realm. And if the demon ever made it back to this world in its complete form, it would lay waste to everything in its path, including the human host currently housing its shadow.

      The Brethren would eventually find a way to deal with it, but that was little consolation when I knew Never would be dead within seconds of its arrival.

      That left me with two options: Kill Never myself and send the shadow back where it belonged or…

      The pendant glowed brighter.

      “Out of time,” I said, more to myself than anyone.

      I charged the shadow at full speed, catching it by surprise as I slammed into it, sending us both crashing to the ground. It tried to fight its way free, kicking and clawing viciously. When I reached for the pendant, it sank Never’s teeth into my flesh hard enough to draw blood.

      On instinct, I took a swing, catching it in the jaw. My stomach twisted the second my fist connected. It was Never’s body that was taking this beating. The beast screamed in her voice and bucked beneath me so violently my grip faltered.

      A cloud of dust rose around us as we each grappled for dominance, until the shadow’s eyes flashed black to blue, and time stopped.

      It was Never who pinned me in place, not the creature. She glared down at me with an expression so filled with pain it hurt just looking at her. She dipped her head to look at the bloody pendant swinging between us, then flashed me a snarky smirk that was a tortured imitation of the one I’d come to adore. “Come on, pirate,” she ground out between clenched teeth. “That all you got?”

      She had moxie, not to mention the kind of mental strength most beings could only dream of. And I was almost certain she was telling me to use the pendant.

      Hope lit a fire inside me that could have put the sun to shame, but the moment was shattered when that heartbreaking blue shifted back to black in a blink. I grabbed for the pendant. The shadow beat me to it by a hair, so I wrapped my fingers around its wrist—Never’s wrist—and unleashed the full force of my power.

      It bucked violently against the onslaught, until a pair of large, familiar hands caught it by the shoulders and shoved it down. A deafening, inhuman bellow drove daggers into my eardrums, but it was too late.

      Light spilled through its fingers. The world around us shimmered in and out of focus, growing impossibly bright as night shifted to day. The ground beneath me softened, and I thanked the stars that we hadn’t ended up flailing in the sea as Never had when she’d arrived in my world the first time.

      As the cool air thickened and warmed with that familiar, salty humidity, I got the first sense that things might turn out all right. Until the trees and shrubs circling us morphed into a web of twisted vines and overgrown rope bridges.

      No. I twisted my head from one side to the other, confirming what all my other senses were telling me. We weren’t just on the island, we’d landed smack in the middle of the demon’s camp, and leagues away from the beach where I’d tried directing us.

      The shadow snarled and wrenched free of my grip, throwing Leo off in the process.

      Gods, the thing was strong. Far stronger than I’d ever seen it.

      Was it Never’s blood—or worse, her soul—that was feeding the shadow that kind of power?

      “Captain.” I would have recognized Petra’s deceptively sultry voice without having to set eyes on the creature, but she was hard to miss lounging across that ridiculous throne of vines.

      If I’d been expecting some witty discourse or lively banter, I would have been sorely disappointed. She tipped her face to the sky and let out a feral howl. Every one of her soulless minions took up the call. It was a battle cry I’d heard a thousand times, and I lurched to my feet, drawing my cutlass as I moved.

      Without a word, Leo shifted back into tiger form. He cut a threatening profile in the human realm, but with the magic of the Nassa bleeding from the ground and hanging in the air, his true form was easily twice as large.

      A throng of young men with dead eyes circled us, darting in and away before I could take a swipe with my blade. I’d long since lost any notion of mercy for those taunting boys, because they weren’t really boys anymore. Or men.

      They were nothing. With no soul to speak of and no conscience to weigh them down.

      In any other realm, they wouldn’t even exist. The moment Petra had taken their souls, their weak human bodies would have begun to wither. Every man standing in front of me should have been nothing more than dust.

      One of them charged forward, and I removed his head. Another lunged at Leo, but when he slammed the would-be attacker to the ground and ripped out his throat, even the man’s gurgling scream wasn’t enough to drive the rest of Petra’s army back.

      They were blood thirsty and quickly working themselves up into a frenzy.

      Petra, on the other hand, was studying Never with perverse pleasure. She motioned her shadow over with a lazy roll of her fingers. Then she reached out and stroked Never’s cheek, looking deep into those black eyes as though they were lovers.

      “I would love to know how this happened,” she said sweetly.

      The shadow leaned into that touch, rubbing its face along Petra’s palm. It was strange, to say the least. Petra and the shadow were two halves of a whole, separate and the same. Yet, somehow, they also seemed to share some twisted attraction for one another.

      Wasn’t that the absolute pinnacle of narcissism? Falling in love with one’s darker side? Only there was no telling which was the darker of the two.

      Three more of the Lost attacked before I could give it any more thought. My blade sliced through two of them, and Leo dispatched the third, tearing the man’s arm off in a gruesome display of his raw, animalistic power.

      Petra glared between us, throwing a disgusted glance at my partner in crime. “Leo.” She clucked her tongue like a condescending school marm. “I should have known you would be trouble. That conscience, it only ever gets in the way.”

      She flicked her wrist, and the shadow moved Never’s body through the agitated crowd of soulless soldiers.

      “I am curious, though,” she purred. “How deep do those noble intentions run?” A quick flick of her fingers was all it took to demonstrate what she meant with that ominous question.

      The shadow launched at him, tackling him to the ground in a cacophony of grunts and snarls that amplified the wild energy pulsing from the Lost. The two rolled in the dirt, Never’s smaller frame twisting and striking. Leo was clearly trying not to hurt her, but when he was shifted, the wildness in him rose dangerously close to the surface.

      The shadow landed a painful blow that sent the sound of Leo’s ribs cracking echoing through the crowd. He yelped, but what followed was a growl that set every hair at the base of my skull on edge.

      He was losing control.

      “Stop!” I yelled, sending the booming command reverberating out from my center.

      Adrenaline pumped through me like a drug at the thought of Leo killing Never. It didn’t help that I could only feel her faintly now. She was still there, still fighting for purchase and control of her own body, but the longer the shadow remained in control, the harder it was for me to find that link to her in the chaotic rush of worry, anger, and unadulterated hatred churning inside me.

      Leo stilled. The shadow didn’t. It lunged at him again, and his tenuous restraint snapped. He leapt at the creature, teeth bared and claws out.

      I charged forward but was shoved violently back by a flicker of turquoise.

      Anya.

      There was only one reason she would get involved. Fury rode up my back because I knew what was coming, and I was helpless to stop it. With my next blink, the world before me started fading rapidly, but not before I saw Never pinned on her back, with blood seeping from the wounds where Leo’s claws were digging into her chest.

      His lips pulled back, revealing his deadly feline teeth, as he let out a menacing snarl that could only mean one thing.

      “Never!” I lunged forward, but my next step landed with a hollow, wooden thud.

      I stumbled forward, reeling physically and emotionally, and crashed into the railing of my ship. Staring out across the open water at the island, rage multiplied inside me at a truly terrifying rate.

      “No!” I slammed my fist down on the enchanted wood, and it buckled with a deafening crack under the force of the blow.

      “Captain?”

      I wheeled around, ready to tear every living thing between me and Never limb from limb. A fact that must have shown clearly on my face because William eased back one step, then another, holding his hands up in front of him.

      The men behind him also shuffled back. It was a useless retreat. If I wanted to end them all, I could. There was nowhere to run in the middle of the sea, and even if a lucky few managed to find their way to one of the islands, there was nowhere to hide in this realm that I couldn’t find them. But they weren’t my concern.

      Leo was.

      If he killed Never, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from destroying him.
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      Everything hurt. It wasn’t like when you take a nasty spill that jars your bones and rattles your teeth. Everything, every cell in my body, every thought in my head, was laced with agony.

      I barely had a chance to register that this was the kind of pain my brother had been dealing with for weeks fighting the shadow in his body before Leo’s enormous paw tensed, digging those deadly claws even deeper into my weak human chest.

      Mother fucker.

      And the worst part? That fucking shadow was giddy about it. It was getting off on it. Probably because the worthless piece of shit knew when I died, it wouldn’t.

      We were sharing a body, and in some ways, even a brain. But everything that came through from that evil oil slick was primitive. The thing could barely form coherent words. Actual sentences? That was out of the question.

      Oh, but I could feel it. Its intent came through loud and clear.

      Destruction.

      That was the name of the game for Petra’s shadow. Well, that and reuniting with its demon host. Which it was about half a second away from getting to do, if Leo had any say in it.

      His snarling face lowered to within an inch of mine. I could smell his strange feline breath as his snarl buffeted my skin, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t do a damned thing about it.

      Pain surged as his weight on my chest increased to the point that I didn’t dare let out the tortured scream building inside me. If I did, I would never draw another breath.

      Would that really be so bad?

      I’d done my job, hadn’t I? The shadow wasn’t inside Matty anymore, and I was pretty sure Lily hadn’t made the trip back to the Nassa with us. That meant she was still in my world, and I was sure she would stick around and take care of him until he figured out how to take care of himself.

      In fact, she would probably stick with him even after that, because that was the kind of companion she was. Only ‘companion’ didn’t really fit anymore, did it?

      Friend? Getting closer.

      Sister? Nailed it.

      That was the kind of sister she was. Blood ties be damned.

      The fucking shadow cackled at that thought.

      I swear to all the gods, if I ever get my hands on you…

      But I would have to live to make good on any threat I threw at it now. A surge of fury hit me, filling me up from the inside. Weirdly, that raw, angry energy wasn’t mine, but I wasn’t about to let that stop me from latching onto it and riding the wave.

      I felt a kind of opening in my mind, a chance to take control. Shoving my hips off the ground as hard as I could, I managed to plant one foot firmly on the ground, then I kicked up with the other. It was really anyone’s guess if racking a tiger would have the same effect as kicking a guy in the nuts, but either way, it was enough to knock Leo off balance.

      Off balance led to surprise, and surprise to recognition.

      A split second later, those claws retracted from my flesh and his weight was gone. I squeezed my eyes shut, wheezed out the foul air burning my lungs, and shoved back against the shadow’s next attempt to regain control as I sucked in as much fresh air as my body would allow.

      It was not impressed. For all the fun it was having in my body, it hated that it was limited by the fundamentals of human life. Namely, the fact that I needed oxygen. It didn’t care about breathing or life.

      Destruction was the drum beat of the shadow’s existence, its purpose.

      Destruction and power.

      It’d been hiding the power bit from me earlier. That or I hadn’t noticed that detail in the red sea of pain my mind and body had become.

      I rolled to my side, swallowing back a groan at the pain pulsing from the four puncture wounds in my chest. That inky bastard tried to retake control in that moment of weakness, but I dug my fingers into the dirt, clenched my teeth, and shoved it back again.

      All that did was piss it off more.

      Welcome to the club, asshole.

      A new thought filtered in through the chaos. The thing wanted me dead. It didn’t want to be trapped in a human body anymore.

      Trapped.

      Eureka.

      If this realm was anything like mine, the shadow was stuck with me until I died. That alone would have been enough incentive for me to live for-fucking-ever, but its unchecked base urges kept circling back to power.

      With my body and my blood—and all the damned time in the universe—what were the odds it would eventually figure out how to access the magic of the pendant?

      My stomach knotted. If Petra was in the human realm and the shadow was in the human realm, it wouldn’t need me.

      And what would stop it from using the pendant’s magic to send itself and Petra right back to my world?

      Me.

      I rolled to my feet, wavering as the shadow increased its mental assault to regain control. It was like the worst headache ever jacked up on meth and steroids. My vision blurred and pain screamed through me.

      Or was that me? Was I the one screaming?

      It was too much. I felt my knees buckling, but another blast of white-hot rage pulsed from somewhere inside me, blinding me to at least some of the pain.

      “Take her.” I heard Petra’s command and wheeled around to see those soulless fucking frat boys closing in around me.

      The blood-curdling sound of growling and snarling rushed in from behind me, followed by more screaming that I was pretty sure wasn’t coming from me. I dared a glance over my shoulder to see Leo slashing those deadly claws across the face of one of the frat boys.

      Wild didn’t even begin to describe him in this state, and I was honestly terrified to turn my back on him.

      A rough hand landed on my shoulder, jerking me forward, and wouldn’t you know it, the damned pendant started to glow. Fresh panic washed over me, sending a stinging wave of ice over my very raw nerve-endings. Glowing meant working. Working meant…

      Trouble.

      I couldn’t let the shadow use it. I couldn’t let Petra get it. If I died now, I couldn’t do anything to stop them. Before I could talk myself out of it, I yanked it off, and hurled it as hard as I could at the first hard surface I could.

      It hit the stone behind Petra’s throne and shattered in a gut-wrenching display of amber light. The explosion illuminated everything in the area, tearing away the glamour and revealing Petra in her true form. Her alien-looking skin seemed to absorb the light, like she was a void in space rather than a physical being. Except for the multiple rows of small, pointed teeth glistening in that impossibly large mouth, and a pair of eyes that would put the darkness in the depths of the sea to shame.

      She—It—was hideous and fucking massive compared to what I remembered. In my world, Petra had stood roughly seven feet tall. The creature before me was nearly twice that.

      Terror bled through me at the sight even as a wicked, hateful feeling seeped through the cracks forming in my mind.

      My control was slipping.

      “Leo, run!” He needed to get as far away from me as he could because I was as good as dead after what I’d just done.

      Just thinking about it made me sick to my very core. Yes, I’d kept a powerful demon from using the pendant to get to my world, but it was more than that. That pendant was my only hope of getting back home, back to my little brother, and I’d destroyed it.

      Then there was Hook.

      He’d trusted me with that piece of himself, and I’d smashed it into tiny little pieces.

      What kind of monster did that make me?

      Hands grabbed at me, yanking me this way and that as the frat boys dragged me toward a furious Petra. She wasn’t even trying to hide behind the island beauty glamour anymore.

      Behind me, another fight was in full swing. My heart sank when I heard Leo’s voice, his very human voice, groaning in pain.

      This isn’t the way this was supposed to go.

      The shadow laughed inside me, and a new realization hit me: It wasn’t fighting anymore. I could feel it slithering, but it wasn’t trying to wrestle control. It was just watching and waiting for the demon to kill me and release it from this weak human cage.

      Someone kicked me from behind and I reeled forward, landing on my hands and knees at Petra’s taloned feet. I didn’t even have a chance to drag in one measly breath before her grotesque hand wrapped around my neck and hauled me back up. And up. Until my feet were dangling several feet off the ground, and I was hanging face to face with the thing that had haunted my most recent nightmares.

      I clung to its fingers, nails digging into that nasty skin just below my chin. Despite the litany of colorful phrases flooding my mind, I didn’t dare try to talk. Hell, I could barely suck in enough air to hold myself up and keep myself conscious.

      But I could glare at that evil bitch.

      “Do you realize what you’ve done?” she asked in a snakelike voice. A gross, yellowish tongue slithered out between flat lips.

      Yeah, I had a pretty good idea. I’d stopped the wicked witch of the enchanted island from moving in on my turf. Suck on that.
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      “Get us as close to shore as you safely can!” I yelled to my men.

      They were working as quickly as they could. Any fool could see that. That fact did little to quell the impatience eating at me. The ship moved like a tired slug thanks to a distinct lack of a breeze to help us along.

      I tipped my head to the sky. Really? When I need help more than ever, this is how you respond? Shaking my head, I chastised myself for even bothering. The other gods—if they even still existed—wanted nothing to do with me.

      So, I couldn’t help wondering if the fates were conspiring against me.

      A fresh wave of pain bled through my connection with Never, turning my vision crimson. There was no way to tell where the pain was coming from or how serious it was. None of that mattered when every second that passed meant more of her blood was spilling in the dirt.

      I needed to get back to the island.

      And when I get there, Leo is dead. I shook my head, trying to clear the image of his enormous tiger pinning her to the ground. His claws…

      More pain brought that image right back in full force, followed by a heart wrenching sense of acceptance.

      Was she giving up?

      “Faster!” I bellowed. Quitting was, unequivocally, unacceptable.

      A new flurry of emotions and sensations trickled in. I didn’t even have time to parse them out before the pain reared its head again.

      Rage was the only response my mind and body had to that sensation. The urge to stop Never’s suffering was the driving force behind it, but if I couldn’t have that, destroying anything that had ever given her so much as a sliver in her finger would fill the void.

      Gripping the wheel at the helm until my knuckles paled, I glared at the island. Petra’s camp was halfway up the mountain. Even in broad daylight, I could pinpoint it without thinking.

      From that spot, a flash of amber light shot up through the trees.

      “What the devil?” The question was barely out of my mouth before a blast of power slammed into me.

      The next thing I knew, I was staring up at William’s worried face, backlit by a perfect, blue sky.

      “Captain? Good gods, man, you scared the life out of me,” he said, holding out a hand to help me up. “What was that?”

      “No idea.” But that wasn’t entirely true. As I took a quick inventory of myself, I felt different. My chest and back tingled wildly at two familiar spots. “It can’t be.” I jerked myself up to sitting and yanked at my shirt. “My scar. Is it—”

      Disappearing?

      The evidence was right in front of me, but William’s wide-eyed stare said it all. In the space of a few quick seconds, it was gone. Only one thing could have healed that mark.

      My power had been returned to me.

      Pulling myself to my feet, my men inched back. I flexed my hands and tested the tired joints of my body to find they weren’t tired anymore. For the first time in centuries, I was whole. At least, in the physical sense. It felt like a miracle, until my brain caught up with what that change meant, and my newly whole heart cracked inside my chest.

      The pendant had been destroyed.

      Frantically, I searched within myself for that tenuous connection to Never, and I found nothing.

      Not even a whisper.

      The loss nearly pulled to my knees before my anger surged.

      “Forget going to shore,” I growled. “Set course for the eddy.”

      “Sir?” William asked hesitantly. “Are you okay?”

      No, I most certainly was not. But having that part of my power restored changed the balance. If Never was still alive when I found her, I would take her to the only part of the Nassa where nothing magical could touch her.

      “The eddy,” I repeated slowly, sinking into the fury bleeding from my bones. Then I closed my eyes and focused my mind on remembering how to use my power.

      When I opened them, I was standing in the center of Petra’s camp. The Lost were gathered like sheep around the demon, but that wasn’t what made my breath catch as the scene coalesced in front of me. It was Never’s limp body dangling from the demon’s hand that brought my world to a standstill.

      “Petra!” My voice echoed through the trees, jarring every one of the Lost out of their shared trance.

      The two who were holding Leo’s bloody human body let him fall to the dirt, but I couldn’t let myself get distracted. The only thing that mattered was exacting vengeance on the demon and its twisted shadow.

      Then Never’s foot jerked. She made a choking sound that made my heart both soar and plummet even as the demon’s lips split in a menacing smile.

      “Put her down,” I commanded, throwing the full force of my power into the order.

      Petra’s hand twitched and its eyes flew wide. It clearly wasn’t expecting to see me quite so soon, let alone with my power restored. Of course, a little surprise wasn’t enough to frighten such a creature.

      She knew my abilities as well as I did.

      I couldn’t project my powers like a warlock. I couldn’t control the seas the way my mother had or send wrathful bolts of lightning from the sky as Zeus had been so fond of doing. Most of my abilities were related to brute strength and proximity.

      Instead of fighting my way through the Lost, who were creating a wall between me and Petra, I unsheathed my cutlass, focused my energy, and transported myself directly to the creature’s shoulder.

      There was no time to waste with more words.

      I brought my blade down in one powerful blow, severing its arm at the biceps and sending Never crashing to the ground.

      Petra threw me off like a rag doll before I could make the leap on my own. The creature let out a horrific screech and lunged at me, swiping the deadly talons of its remaining hand wide. I dodged the fumbling blow with my heart racing from the adrenaline of the fight even as my eyes were desperate to sneak even the slightest peek at the woman lying unconscious on the ground.

      I resisted that urge, using my worry and anger to take a swinging slice up when the demon lurched toward me again. My trusty blade gleamed black with its putrid blood when I opened a wound at least two feet wide across the creature’s chest.

      It sent up another of those deafening, furious screams before lumbering into the trees, leaving a disgusting trail of foulness in its wake.

      I should have followed it, sliced it into tiny, bite-sized pieces, and fed it to the sirens. Though I doubted even the sirens would touch something so rank.

      But I had a much bigger immediate concern: Never wasn’t moving.

      I’d cut the creature’s arm off strategically. It wouldn’t kill the creature, nothing would, but it’d been my best chance of saving Never from having her throat crushed or neck snapped. Or so I had hoped. It wasn’t a foolproof plan. One powerful twitch could have ended her life right there.

      Worry and guilt flooded me as I hauled myself around and made my way closer to her.

      Even from a short distance, and through the rush of uncomfortable emotions clouding my thoughts, I could see the slight rise and fall of her chest. That was promising.

      Before I could so much as lay a finger on her, an angry growl bled into my awareness, and I caught movement in the corner of my eye. Several of the Lost had fled with their master, but a sacrificial contingent remained, intent on putting up a fight.

      From the edge of my vision, an enormous, blood-soaked tiger launched at the batch closing in on us, and all hell broke loose.

      Leo collided with three of those soulless men, sending all of them crashing to the ground. The others, dozens of them, closed in around me and Never like starving hyenas. I was on my feet and slicing with my cutlass, fighting to keep them at a distance, all the while trying to keep an eye on her.

      If she died now, the shadow would be set free and Never’s soul would be pulled into the Alius.

      I didn’t care about the shadow anymore, aside from finding a way to draw it out of her safely. When my back was turned as I was dispatching two more of those soulless husks, another moved in to attack.

      I wheeled around, my blade dripping red with the blood of the hollow-eyed men I’d cut down, to see Leo fighting off the attacker. He had several large gashes marring the striped fur on his left side that were spilling an alarming amount of blood. But still he fought. After he’d ripped the throat out of the man who’d tried to attack Never, he threw me a look and dipped his head.

      It was just a second, but I understood the apology all the same.

      He hadn’t meant to hurt her earlier. His tiger was wild, and in truth, it had been the shadow attacking him. We both knew that. Fury was still rippling through me, driving me, but that small acknowledgement tempered the flames a touch.

      After that, we moved as one, closing ranks around Never’s unconscious form and fighting off what was left of the Lost. Every now and then I would catch a flash of turquoise in the trees, but it was there and gone.

      If Anya had even half a brain left in her misguided head, she would steer clear of me for the rest of eternity. The pixie had gotten the better of me once. She would not get another chance. And if she tried anything with Never?

      Well, she would get a one-way ticket to join the rest of her kind in the afterlife.

      A feminine groan filtered through the melee, sending a jolt of electricity through me. I dared a quick glance over my shoulder.

      It was coming from Never. She wasn’t awake, but relief trickled through me all the same.

      In that split-second of distraction, one of the Lost darted forward. He drove his rusty blade into my middle, burying it clear to the hilt. The sensation was six kinds of sickening, though I had a feeling the searing pain was an echo of what I would be tortured with if I let Never die.

      Glaring back into the man’s empty grin, I caught him by the wrist before he could pull back, and yanked him as close as the hilt of his sword would allow. “Poor form, old boy,” I ground out, jamming my cutlass into him.

      He let out a gurgled scream, and I shoved him off, yanking my blade free as I did. Pulling his disgusting sword from my middle took a little more effort, but the wound healed in seconds.

      I stared for a beat. I’d forgotten what it was like to have every ounce of my power at my beck and call.

      A whimper drew me around. Never stirred, but she still wasn’t fully conscious. It was then that I realized the sound had come from Leo.

      For as angry as I’d been with him, seeing him like that, his majestic tiger staggering, struggling to hold himself up from multiple injuries and blood loss, all of my ill will drained away. The remaining Lost hovered without attacking, and I used their hesitation to drop to my knees. I placed one hand on Never, the other on Leo, closed my eyes, and directed the whole of my energy to the deck of my ship.

      A cool breeze washed over my heated face, and I knew I was home. Shouts and orders from William and my other men bounced across the deck as Leo collapsed on the wooden planks in a heap of fur and blood. I stepped over Never, wishing like hell she would open her damned eyes.

      She didn’t, but at least she was breathing.

      Cursing the universe, I moved around into Leo’s line of sight. He was fading fast, eyes blinking slowly like he was having trouble focusing on me. And William was there, my trusty first mate, awaiting orders.

      “Bring me something to cover him,” I said, casting a quick nod in William’s direction. Then I knelt in front of the exhausted shifter. “You’re not getting that off easy.”

      I meant it as more of a taunt than a threat, but when another whimper shuddered out of him, even the good-natured ribbing I’d hoped would perk him up died on my tongue.

      “Hang on, old friend,” I said softly. Placing my hands over the worst of the wounds, I found that thread of healing magic buried deep within me and let it pour from my hands into him.

      The gashes should have been fatal, digging deep into his side, past muscle and through bone, damaging his vital organs. And yet, his body resisted my help.

      “Stubborn cat,” I muttered under my breath.

      Most shifters could heal on their own. There was something special in the magic of the transformation, but with how much blood he’d lost, it would be a miracle if he didn’t get stuck mid-shift and die in agony.

      I pushed harder, forcing my magic instead of letting it flow on its own, and felt the moment his tiger finally quit fighting me.

      “That a boy.” I eased back and let the healing fall into a steady flow.

      After only a few moments, his body began to shift on its own.

      “William?” I called, my gaze skipping from Leo’s closed eyes to Never’s slack features and back.

      My first mate draped a light wool blanket over Leo’s changing form. “Should we move him, sir?”

      I shook my head. “Not just yet, but gather some clothes for when he wakes, would you?”

      “Of course.”

      Reaching down, I laid the back of my hand on Leo’s now human head. It was a touch warm, which was a good thing. It was a sign his body was healing on its own. Which meant there wasn’t any more I could do for him.

      So, I moved back to Never. The deck of the ship was quiet. Most of my men had found other pressing matters to attend to that didn’t involve getting in my way, and I was grateful for the space.

      I lowered to my knees on the other side of Never. Her eyes moved beneath her lids, perhaps caught in a dream, but that was all the evidence I was given that she was still with me. Well, that and her rapid breathing.

      Laying my hands over her neck and chest, I released a tiny flow of my power into her to check for damage I couldn’t see. The moment my magic touched her, however, she jerked hard, wrenched upright, and shoved me back as she climbed to her feet.

      Black eyes flashed with furious energy before the shadow got its bearings and made a dash for the railing.

      “No!” I yelled, launching after it. I could not let that thing take her away from me. It would kill her.

      I caught the shadow by the wrist and hauled it back. It spun and twisted, fighting like a hellcat with its tail on fire. It clawed with Never’s fingers and kicked with Never’s feet, but now that I was back to full strength, it was no match.

      That should have been a victorious moment, and it might have been, were it not for the smirk that twisted Never’s lips and turned my blood cold.

      Without warning, it tipped its head to the sky and released a scream that was half-demon and half-human. It startled the birds from the ship’s masts and drew half my crew out of their hiding places.

      A mountain of pain was buried in that scream.

      The sound sliced me open inside because it wasn’t just the demon pretending to be Never. Whatever hold it’d had on her that had prevented me from feeling her earlier was gone, and the wave of agony coming through our connection was enough to send me over the edge.

      I whipped the creature around until its back was to my chest, its wrists pinned behind with one hand, and my other arm across its throat. “Stop. Now.”

      The thing bucked ineffectively, spit out an inhuman snarl, and released another of those heart-wrenching screams.

      “Leave her alone,” I commanded, desperate to make the pain stop, but afraid anything I could do would just make it worse.

      Instead, more pain flowed into me. It was blinding, like the shadow was somehow shredding Never from the inside-out.

      Or it was destroying her soul.

      Only it wasn’t just her pain. She was fighting back. Beneath the agony, her determination was still there, weak but kicking.

      I needed to help her before the shadow succeeded in causing more damage than I could heal, not that I’d ever had the power to repair a wounded soul. The problem was I had no way of helping. My healing magic would do nothing to drive the shadow out, and I didn’t possess the ability to separate the two.

      It would kill her and set itself free, doing unspeakable damage to her soul in the process.

      Unless I killed her first.

      I shook my head. It was too risky. My power was back, but it still felt too fresh and entirely too raw.

      Another wave of searing pain burned through our connection, growing stronger in time with another heart stopping scream.

      It was too much. I couldn’t leave her in that kind of misery.

      Gathering her up in my arms as best I could with the shadow still flailing about, I stood and headed for the railing.

      “What are you doing?” Leo asked, his voice raspy as he fought to drag himself up.

      “The only thing I can do.” I looked down at her face, twisted in pain. Her back bowed farther than I would have thought possible, and it was all I could do to keep my grip on her without breaking something. “Keep fighting,” I whispered.

      Then I tightened my hold, pulled in a breath, and tipped us both over the railing into the pristine waters below.
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      The shadow thrashed wildly in the cool water. It twisted and clawed, but I held fast, letting our combined weight drag us down. Thankfully, this part of the sea wasn’t dangerously deep, so I didn’t have to worry about Never’s fragile body being crushed by the weight of the water above us.

      All I had to do was hold on long enough to wait out the invading shadow.

      Was it a great plan? No, but it was the only one I could think of.

      I was fairly certain that if the demon could have retracted itself from Never’s body, it would have already. Hence the pain and screaming. Which meant the only way to remove the shadow without another powerful demon to assist was for Never to die.

      Briefly.

      There were a hundred different ways for that to happen, but drowning, as sick as it sounded, felt like the safest option. Of course, that was assuming she only had to be dead for a matter of seconds for the creature to make its escape. Then I could bring her back.

      I’d brought her back once before, the first time she’d been in my world. It would work again.

      It had to work.

      The breath I’d pulled in before plunging us both overboard burned in my lungs. With every second that passed, the shadow’s movements grew more frantic, jerking Never’s body this way and that.

      That was torture enough, but I could also feel the woman trapped in her own head with that monster. I couldn’t tell if she understood what I was doing, but she was there, fighting a battle I couldn’t help her with, no matter how badly I wanted to intervene.

      Finally, her movements slowed. With a final weak spasm, her body went limp, floating against me like a dead weight.

      All part of the plan, I reminded myself, though the reassurance went only so far as I kicked my legs and propelled us up. We had just breached the surface when an inky substance began oozing from her eyes and mouth.

      “William!” I yelled, no longer caring if my desperation rang through in my voice.

      He peered over the railing. “Aye, Captain?”

      “Clear the deck!”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      I didn’t want an audience when I brought us both back aboard. Before I did anything, however, I needed to be sure the shadow was gone.

      My heart was in my throat. Every sharp, shallow breath I drew felt like a betrayal as I watched that disgusting darkness bleed out of her. Part liquid and part smoke from the look of it. It started as a trickle but grew quickly into a truly alarming flow, turning the sea around us the color of raging storm clouds.

      Then that darkness coalesced and shot through the water toward the island, leaving not even a ripple in its wake.

      As quickly as I could, I returned us to the deck. I laid Never down gently, placed one hand on her forehead and the other at the center of her chest, and dug inside myself for my healing magic.

      It was there, ready and willing. Maybe I should have eased into it, but a new hollowness had opened inside me when I’d felt Never go still in my arms. A yawning emptiness that demanded action. So, I closed my eyes, focused my thoughts, and sent a river of power flowing into her body.

      Except that power bounced right back at me like light striking a mirror.

      “No,” I whispered. Opening my eyes and studying her face for even the slightest change, I tried again.

      The same result.

      “What did you do?” Leo croaked, dragging himself to his feet.

      I glared his way, worry and helplessness turning to anger in a snap. “I should be able to rouse her.” Shifting my attention back, I reached up and eased one of her eyelids back, but there was no movement. No sign that woman I loved still existed in that body.

      My heart ground to a stop. Had I taken too long?

      He let out a growl that was decidedly less impressive in his human form, but I knew what he was feeling.

      Helpless.

      Hopeless.

      I did it again and again, each time pouring more and more power into my efforts as my frustration with the universe compounded.

      In a moment of pure desperation, I focused inward, gathering my power and strength, pulling every drop of it up from the depths of my being. That celestial energy burned inside of me as I used my mind and my will to condense it into a single, pure point of magic.

      Casting a final plea to the stars, the fates, and anyone else who might be listening, I drove that energy into Never’s chest. The force of it cracked bones, a sickening sensation against my palms that made my stomach twist violently. I yanked my hands back on instinct, but the damage was done.

      Either it would work, or it wouldn’t.

      If I’d had to remember how to breathe in that moment, I would have failed. All my thoughts and energy, the whole of my immortal heart, were suspended in time.

      Time that dragged on and on without a single change in Never. Her lids didn’t flutter. Her chest didn’t rise.

      Guilt and dread already had their hooks in me, and with every moment that passed, they were swallowing me whole. I leaned in close, pressed my lips to hers, and whispered, “Come back.” It wasn’t a demand or an order. It was a plea from the most vulnerable depths of my soul.

      Sitting on the deck beside her, I took her hand in mine and waited. And waited. Until her skin cooled and my hope withered. All the while, the reality of what I’d done gnawed at my insides.

      After what felt like an eternity past, an icy breeze rolled across the deck, prickling my skin. I lifted my head to see Leo standing at the railing staring out across the water. When another wave of that chilly air—far too chilly for our enchanted tropical climate—swept across the deck, he turned.

      “Something’s happening.” He sounded about as weary as I felt, because ‘something’ could mean anything.

      The muffled sound of bone scraping across bone made my teeth ache and my heart leap to attention. Something moved inside Never’s chest. I set her hand down and eased back. I rolled to my feet, remaining in a crouch so I could keep a close watch on what was happening with her.

      To her?

      I’d been swimming in an ocean of worry and guilt—not to mention the selfish desire to keep Never by my side—trying to figure out what my next steps might be if my last gamble failed. What I hadn’t stopped to consider was the things that could go wrong if it succeeded.

      Upon her death, her soul should have been shuttled to the Alius.

      What if it was?

      What if time there was like time here, where it didn’t move with the steady flow of the human realm?

      What if she’d been trapped there for years in the few minutes (or had it been hours?) since I’d dragged her to her death?

      What if she came back different?

      Another shock of cold raised the hairs on the back of my neck, and I braced my hands on the wooden planks.

      What if it wasn’t her at all? What if the power I’d used to bring her back to me had drawn something else from the Alius instead?

      Fool.

      I’d acted rashly, thinking with my heart rather than my head.

      Just when I was losing faith, I felt it, the connection I’d forged with Never coming back to life. It was barely there. A whisper drowning in leagues of noise, but it sent excitement racing along my skin like electricity.

      I eased a little closer, watching her face, her neck, everything, for even the slightest twitch.

      “Do you see anything?” Leo asked from behind me. “Or sense anything?”

      I threw a glance over my shoulder to tell him I didn’t know, but a feminine sigh set my nerve endings on fire before I could utter a word.

      I whipped around. Never’s chest was once again rising and falling, rising and falling, in a smooth, steady rhythm. Her eyes moved lazily beneath her lids, and when they finally opened, my heart stopped. I wrenched myself to standing so quickly I nearly lost my balance.

      It can’t be.

      She blinked up at me in confusion. The energy now pulsing through our connection was all her, stronger than I’d ever felt her before. But her eyes…

      Her hands flew to her head. She pressed her palms to her temples and squeezed her eyes shut. Panic gripped my already tripping heart and tightened the vice a full, gut-wrenching turn.

      “Never?” I asked, rolling my shoulders in preparation for… what? A fight?

      What if part of the shadow still lingered? What if a different demon had taken its place?

      On the heels of those questions, relief bled through me, and it was coming from her. When she blinked her eyes open again, they were that deep blue that had been seared into my memory so many months earlier.

      Had I imagined it?

      Perhaps the stress of the moment had gotten the better of me. That must be it.

      Because there was no rational explanation for Never’s eyes to glow amber. Right?
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      It took me a minute to get my bearings. The last thing I remembered was being crushed under the fury of Petra’s shadow when Hook dragged me underwater. I’d had an idea of what he was doing. It was a dull, barely formed idea, but it was there, clinging to his whispered words.

      Keep fighting.

      Which was exactly what I’d done. The pain was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. It was like it came from everywhere; every cell in my body, every atom of oxygen in the air touching my skin, and every cruel thought that tried to slice through my mind, heart, and soul.

      The shadow hadn’t been expecting a fight when it had taken my brother. I could feel that as strongly as I could feel its delight when it broke through the barrier of my being and invaded everything that was me.

      Blinking up, Hook’s familiar face almost brought a smile to lips. Until I saw the lines around his eyes, and suspicion coloring his devastatingly handsome features.

      Oh, fuck no.

      I slapped my hands to my head and pinched my eyes shut. Is that fucking thing still in me? It didn’t feel like it. Then again, I didn’t quite feel myself either.

      Hello? The hollered thought echoed through my mind. Anyone there?

      Yeah, I felt like a Grade A lunatic, but if Petra’s shadow had been there, that mean bastard would have answered my meddling question with a boatload of torture.

      But I was the only one living in my brain or body. Or whatever. Even with the thing taking up space inside me, I still didn’t understand where it had holed up.

      My relief was a tangible thing. I opened my eyes to see Hook still watching me, looking about as confused as I felt.

      “Did I give you a little scare, pirate?” The teasing tone to my voice might have been a little forced, but I didn’t care.

      Neither did he, judging by the way he hauled me up off that unforgiving wooden deck and wrapped me in his arms. He was so warm that I could have melted into him. His scruff tickled my cheek, and I wanted to laugh, but the energy pouring out of him was crazy fucking intense.

      Then he pulled back, his big hands grabbing me by the shoulders and holding me at arm’s length. “Are you fully… you?” he asked.

      I gave him a weak smirk. “Who else would I be?”

      His lips flattened in an impatient line. “Now is not the time to play games with me, Never.”

      My teasing should have given him the answer, but he’d also used my name. Not love. Apparently, I had given him a fright.

      “I’m me,” I said seriously. “Just me.”

      He let out a breath, and some of the tension bled from his shoulders. Then he pulled me back into his body, cradling my head against his chest. It was sweet in a heartbreaking way. He was my big, bad pirate. My swashbuckling, sword swinging, siren slashing pirate.

      The contrast left me feeling nine kinds of vulnerable.

      His heart was beating like a bass drum—wham, wham, wham—reverberating through me. I sank into that beat, listening to the melody it created with the sails flapping in the breeze and the slap of the water against the hull below us.

      Somehow, it all sounded like it was coming from his chest. Like he was this enchanted realm, and it was him.

      “I think that’s my cue to go help William,” Leo said.

      I turned to see him, and the last few minutes of my fight with Petra replayed in my head, sending my blood pressure back up. “Jesus fuck, Leo. I am so sorry.” Except sorry didn’t even begin to describe it.

      I’d tried to fight the shadow, but once we were back in their world, it was like just being in this place supercharged the thing.

      He shook his head. “No apologies. I’m just glad you’re feeling more yourself.” He dropped me a wink.

      An amused scoff escaped my lips. How was I supposed to respond to that? Here I am feeling as guilty as hell, and he’s still got it in him to crack jokes.

      His face broke into one of his beaming smiles, returning to him to his full golden god/hot surfer glory. “What? Too soon?”

      “Coming from the guy who looked like he was on death’s doorstep the last time I saw him? Maybe a little.” What was meant to be a light moment turned heavy when Leo’s gaze shifted to Hook.

      “I owe you.” He tipped his head.

      Hook’s arms tightened around me the tiniest bit, and I lifted my chin to look up at him. “What did you do? I thought shifters could heal themselves.”

      There was obviously still some tension between those two, but Hook nodded once. “Nothing he wouldn’t have done for me if the tables were turned.”

      An awkward silence filled the next few seconds, leaving plenty of time for my mind to wander. Where did it go? Right back to the fight with Petra and the moment I shattered Hook’s pendant.

      A fresh wave of guilt hit me, followed immediately by the remembered realization that I was now stuck here.

      Fuck.

      “What’s wrong?” Hook asked, leaning back to peer down at me.

      Rip the bandage off, Never.

      “I smashed your pendant.” You know, that piece of his heart or soul or center of power that the bitch pixie had carved out of him. The piece he’d given back to me so I could get my brother home.

      “I know.” He pressed a surprisingly soft kiss to my lips.

      Okay, not the reaction I was expecting. “I, uh…” Had no fucking clue what to say.

      A crack of thunder just about split my eardrums before I could think up what would probably have been a lame response, anyway. And yeah, I jumped like a sissy.

      Glaring up at the sky, an ominous feeling started in my middle, spreading quickly to the top of my head and the tips of my toes. “That can’t be good.”

      Where did it even come from? The sky was as blue as the day was long.

      Hook tensed beside me as he too scanned the expanse of sky above. After a few seconds passed without another deafening boom, he cast a quick, reassuring smile down at me. “Nothing to worry about.”

      I wanted to believe him, but something felt off.

      Maybe I was losing my mind—definitely a possibility—or maybe strange things really were happening in Hook’s world. How would I know? It wasn’t like I’d spent a huge amount of time in his world. Maybe random thunderclaps were just part of a regular Tuesday in this place.

      I’ll have plenty of time to learn all sorts of fun things about this realm now.

      My heart sank, and my thoughts immediately shifted to Matty. I missed him so much already. Actually, I’d been missing him for the better part of a month, because even when we were in our world, it wasn’t like he was really himself.

      The ache I’d been trying to ignore, the one that clung to my ribcage and squeezed, flared back to life.

      Hook slipped a finger beneath my chin and lifted, forcing me to look at him. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      He lifted a skeptical brow. “You’re lying.” A shadow of sadness colored the statement. “You want to go home.”

      “Wouldn’t you if your kid brother was there? I know he has Lily to help him out, and he’s only a few months shy of being a legal adult, but he’s still my responsibility.”

      He pulled in a deep breath. “Do me a favor? Head to my quarters while I check on the others. Once I’m sure everyone is okay, we’ll talk about everything.”

      “Are you sending me to my room?” I asked, trying for sassy. “Bold move, pirate.”

      His gaze narrowed, warming me from the inside out. “Your room?”

      “It’s a saying,” I rushed out. “You know, it’s a human thing.”

      The heat remained even when one side of his lips started to curve up in a smirk. “If you want to stake your claim on it, love, it’s all yours.”

      With that, he turned on his heel and headed toward the back of the ship.
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      My head was spinning. Three days ago, I was sure I’d never see Hook again.

      Now, here I was, back on his ship, in his realm.

      And in his room.

      It was just like I remembered it. Warm and masculine. The wall of windows dominated the space, even covered as it was with ceiling-to-floor curtains that were dyed an erotic, deep red and accented with a muted jacquard pattern that was so very Hook.

      Between me and those curtains was a heavy oak table—the very same table where he and I had shared an incredibly tense meal when we barely knew each other.

      It felt like that night was years in the past, and yet, everything was the same.

      It was all so unreal.

      “Looks like the universe proved me wrong,” I muttered.

      “What was that?” Hook asked from behind me.

      I turned, taking a moment to drink him in, too. And I’d be damned if he didn’t look tense as hell. “I was just thinking about how I didn’t think I’d ever be here again. Looks like I was wrong.”

      “It wasn’t the universe that brought you here.”

      I smirked. “No, I’m pretty sure that was you.”

      “You know I had no choice, right? The shadow had the pendant—”

      I held up a hand to stop him. “I know. Trust me, I had a front-row seat to the whole show. Plus, I told you to do it.”

      Relief smoothed some of the tension lines around his lips and eyes. “Indeed.”

      Closing my eyes, I pulled in a deep breath and reveled in the feel of the space. Not just because I was surrounded by all things Hook. That breath was the first one I’d drawn in ages that didn’t feel like there was a thousand-pound boulder sitting on my chest.

      “What about everyone else? They okay?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      “What about Leo?”

      “Sleeping like the dead in the war room.”

      Relief and a touch of something a little warmer trickled through my veins. “So, we’re alone?” I looked pointedly at the door he’d left wide open.

      His eyes narrowed, and he kicked it shut without looking at it. “We are now.”

      “And your clothes are still on because?” I asked, giving him a mischievous smile.

      My world was upside down. I was trapped in this realm while my brother was in the human world. That sucked on so many levels, but I had to take the good with the bad. The demon was where she was supposed to be and, somehow, I felt more alive than I had in years.

      And now that it was finally just the two of us, I wanted Hook in a powerful way.

      His expression turned dark, smoldering in a way that was purely him. “Ladies first.”

      Oh, he wants to play that game? I glanced down at myself and winced. Goddamn, I needed a shower. But maybe I can work this to my advantage.

      Pulling my head back up, I motioned to his feet. “In that case, the lady wants you to take your boots off.”

      His responding smile was a thing of beauty. There was humor and joy and heat all rolled into that sexy curve of his lips.

      He toed off one boot, then the other, and tucked them neatly next to the loveseat. Before I even had to ask, his socks were gone too. “What would the lady like next?”

      The question sent a shiver through me. It was so strange to have him playing the submissive after our reunion back in the club. I also had a pretty good idea, once we were in throes of passion, that playing would go right out the window.

      “Remove your shirt,” I said quietly. When he reached for the hem, I held up a finger. “Slowly.”

      His smirk turned wicked, but he inched the fabric up, revealing his lower abs and the thin, irresistibly hot trail of dark hair that disappeared beneath the waist of his pants.

      I shifted where I stood, heat already pooling between my thighs. When he lifted the shirt over his head, giving me the full view of his strong arms and muscular shoulders, I was practically drooling.

      He held the shirt in front of him, so I crossed to him and tried to snag it from his grip, only he didn’t let go. “The lady would like to keep this,” I said, a rush of nervous energy pitching my voice a shade higher than I’d intended.

      Hook’s gaze dropped to my lips before drifting back up. “I would be willing to part with it. For a kiss.”

      He let go and I stepped back. I shook the shirt out, pretending to examine it when what I really wanted to do was hold it to my face and breathe it in.

      Screw it. Balling it up, I brought it up and inhaled deeply. Scents of leather and saltwater and raw male energy filled my senses, damned near bringing tears to my eyes because of how much I’d missed him in the weeks we were apart.

      How the hell did he smell so good?

      A low rumble filled the space between us. “That wasn’t very ladylike.” His voice was deep and dripping with want.

      “Does that mean you don’t want that kiss?”

      “I said no such thing.”

      I tossed the shirt on the loveseat and stepped forward until we were an inch apart. Tipping my head up, I said, “Then take your kiss, pirate.”

      His eyes had that sexy, glowing ring of amber around the iris, a hint of the power hiding within. Instead of pressing his lips to mine, his hand wrapped around my neck and pushed, forcing me to walk backward until the backs of my legs hit the bed.

      With a devious little flick of his tongue over his canine, he reached down and flipped the button on my jeans.

      “Whoa there, sailor. You said a kiss.”

      “I didn’t specify where, now did I?”

      Biting my lip, I shook my head. “I need a bath before—”

      “Even better.” With that, he ducked, tossed me over his shoulder, and headed for his washroom.

      “Hey!” I batted half-heartedly at his back. The man was ridiculous, and over the top, and all I could do was laugh. “I’m pretty sure we won’t both fit in that tub.”

      “We don’t need to.” Once inside, he set me down gently, and got to work drawing a bath.

      I wondered briefly where the hot water came from. A boiler maybe? Or magic?

      “How warm?” he asked, letting the water run over his hand.

      I thought about everything I’d been through since my last shower. “Hot enough to cleanse my soul would be good.” If I ever managed to forget the nasty, oily feeling of Petra’s shadow taking over my body, I would count myself lucky.

      A hint of worry creased his brow. “Are you not feeling yourself?”

      “I’m fine.”

      Translation: I feel off, but I don’t want to talk about it.

      He adjusted the knobs and tested the water again. “Let’s try that again, but this time with truth.”

      A childish part of me wanted to fold my arms over my chest and refuse that order. “Did you get that from our little connection?” A completely unfair and one-sided connection.

      Letting the water run, he turned and rested his fine ass on the edge of the tub. His strong fingers gripped the edge tightly. “Yes, and on that note, there are things you need to know.”

      My heart sank a little because he sounded so freaking serious. I was so tired of serious.

      “Can it wait?” It wasn’t like anything he had to tell me could be any worse than smashing his pendant. Even just thinking about that moment sent a tidal wave of shame crashing into me.

      He pushed away from the tub and closed the short distance between us. Warmth radiated from his palm when he reached up and cupped my jaw. His thumb traced lightly across my cheek, leaving a trail of heat along its path.

      “You have nothing to feel guilty for, love. When you broke the pendant, the power that had been taken from me so long ago was returned.”

      A spark of hope flared inside me. “Seriously?”

      He nodded.

      “I was worried it was lost to ether. Or worse.” Like maybe some other malevolent creature had gotten ahold of it.

      He stepped back and touched the spot on his chest where that ragged scar had been. Now, there was just smooth skin. How had I not noticed that?

      “You could have said something earlier.”

      A warm laugh filled the small space, a sound nearly as intoxicating as the man himself. “When?”

      I thought about it for a hot second. “When I told you what I’d done.” I nodded in the general direction of the ship’s deck. “Earlier.” I’d felt like absolute shit making that confession.

      “Apologies.” He dipped his head, though his expression told me he wasn’t the least bit sorry. “I had other things on my mind. But I give you my word, the next time you sacrifice your only hope of getting home in order to keep your world safe, I will be certain to drop everything to tell you how your actions impacted me.”

      Oof. He was probably trying to be charming and funny, but having the truth of my situation laid out so succinctly was a kick to the gut.

      “Hey.” He caught my hands in his and brought them to his lips, pressing a kiss to the knuckles of each. “It’ll be okay.”

      I wanted to believe that—wanted it more than anything—but that wasn’t usually the way my life worked.

      “What about Petra? What’s going to stop her from sending her shadow back to my world again?”

      He eased back without answering, letting go of my hands as he turned to shut off the water.

      I stared at my palms, already mourning the loss of his touch, with no idea what I was supposed to do with my hands. So, I shoved them in my pockets. “I have to find a way back.”

      “I know.” He tested the water, straightened, and leveled me with a look that had me biting my tongue. “And we can talk about that later.” Reaching out, he tugged the hem of my shirt. “We made a deal. You owe me a kiss, and I intend to collect.”

      He grabbed my wrists and pulled my hands free of my pockets before lifting them over my head. “Do not move.”

      The snarky little bitch in my head kicked up a fuss at that order, but it was all for show. Inside, that bossiness made me melt. I rubbed my lips together and, by some miracle, managed to keep my mouth shut.

      Hook slipped his hands beneath my shirt, letting them roam across the sensitive skin just above my jeans before he finally dragged the fabric up and over my head. I thought for a second that he might try to use that soft fabric to bind my hands, and my pulse tripped over the shock of raw lust that rocked me.

      His lips twitched. “What were you just thinking about?”

      “Nothing.” Heat danced up my neck. “Just how good the bath will feel.”

      He narrowed his eyes, clearly not buying my story, but he didn’t press. Well, not verbally.

      Hook invaded my space, easily the most welcome invasion I’d ever experienced. His fingertips chased fire up my sides and around my back, and my bra fell loose. I started to bring my arms down to help, but he shook his head.

      “Ah, ah. What did I say?”

      “Not to move.”

      He nodded, and with that, he dragged my bra up, letting the straps slide along my arms as he leaned his bare chest to mine.

      It was hard to breathe with him standing so close, with his skin against mine, and that look in his eyes. It was like my body was coming alive in a way it never had before.

      I didn’t know what to make of it.

      “Now these,” he said sensually, catching the waistband of my jeans, the top button still undone from where he’d flicked it earlier.

      He paused, but this time I remembered not to reach down. His comment wasn’t a request or an order. He was testing me.

      Hook gave me a look so full of smug satisfaction I could have smacked him. “Good girl.”

      Something deep in my belly quivered. I’d always hated those two words, but there was something about the way he said them that turned me gooey inside.

      He started unzipping my jeans, slow enough that the click of every tooth unlocking sent little shocks of electricity zinging through me. When he reached the end, he hooked his fingers on both sides and pulled them down, panties and all, in a single sensuous slide.

      And there I was, as naked as the day I was born, with my arms held over my head and my bare ass pressed against the cool wooden door. A shiver rippled through me, but not because I was cold.

      Oh, no. That shiver had everything to do with the hunger in my pirate’s eyes.

      “What now?” I asked through a throat that had gone dry.

      “Give me your hands.”

      I did as he said, still fighting the urge to tell him I could get in the bath all by my big girl self. That was what my mouth wanted to say. It was what my fiercely independent brain thought. But my heart? It just wanted to let go of the reins for once.

      He watched me carefully as he helped me into the tub, and as I sank into the almost painfully hot water, hissing against the sting even though it felt fucking amazing.

      “Too hot?”

      Letting my head fall back against the smooth copper, I closed my eyes. “Just right.”

      He fell quiet after that, but that didn’t mean he left me alone. One by one, he washed my legs and arms, running a soft, soapy cloth along my flesh in slow strokes. It was sensual and meaningful, at least for me, and for the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel quite so alone.

      I’d always had Matty and Lily growing up. When I moved away for college, I’d made friends. Then, when I came back after Matty’s dad went AWOL, I’d had him and Lily again.

      I’d never really been alone, but there were a lot of times when I’d felt that way.

      Or maybe the word I was looking for was lonely?

      “Scoot forward.” His voice was gruff.

      I peeled my eyes open. “Huh?” Why did he look upset?

      He shucked his pants, giving me a lap-level view of his cock, currently at half-mast. Should I be insulted by that? I mean, the guy just had his hands all over me.

      Instead of answering, he slipped his hand behind my neck and eased me up. The ends of my hair dripped from where they’d been dangling in the water.

      I moved where he guided me, sliding forward, even as I mounted a weak protest. “You don’t have to wash my back, I can—”

      A second after his hand fell away, his big body slid into the tub behind me, pushing the water level dangerously high. I almost said something, dreading the idea of soaking his floor. Before I could, he pulled me back until I was laying flush against him.

      What do you know? There is enough room for both of us.
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      “Melancholy doesn’t suit you,” I whispered in Never’s ear.

      She tensed against me, sitting with her back to my front in water that was hot enough to give her skin an angry pink tint.

      “Can you stop that?” she asked.

      “Stop what?” I already knew the answer, but I wanted to hear her say it. Out loud. To admit and accept the connection we shared.

      She huffed, sending a gentle ripple across the surface of the water. “The mind reading, or mood reading. Whatever you’re doing. Could you not, for like, five minutes?”

      My inclination was to tell her no. Once a connection was made—or a claim was laid—it could only be broken by death. In truth, I was surprised her earlier demise hadn’t severed that link.

      Even at my age, I wasn’t done learning. Now, with Never in my life, I suspected I never would be.

      I could have told her all of that, but she also deserved the truth.

      “You can learn to block me from sensing what you’re feeling if you want to.” I admitted, only half-cursing myself. Honesty was the right approach. Even if the wild animal inside me was kicking up a fuss about giving her this particular truth.

      “Yeah?” When she started to twist around, I tightened my grip around her waist, holding her still. “How?”

      Whether she knew it or not, every little movement, every minuscule shift, chipped away at my good intentions.

      “First, I want you to put your hands on the tub, please.” She hesitated, but eventually did as I said. “Keep them there.”

      “How is this going to help me block my emotions?”

      “Patience, love.” I pulled one arm out of the water and slid my wet palm along her upper arm, to her shoulder, and finally to her slender neck.

      I was obsessed with that sensitive bit of real estate. The woman had a beautiful body, breasts and hips that any sane man wouldn’t be able to keep his hands off, but it was that delicate, narrow stretch of sensitive flesh that I wanted to kiss, and nip, and bite, and grip.

      Wrapping my fingers around her neck, she went even stiffer. Want and need filtered through our connection. So did an underlying rebellion, almost like she was itching for a fight.

      “Does this bother you?” I asked, squeezing the tiniest bit.

      She shook her head.

      “Then why did you tense up?”

      Silence was her answer, even though I could feel her internal conflict. I just didn’t know where it was coming from.

      “Do you want me to stop?”

      A pause, and again she shook her head.

      I unwound my other arm from her middle. Sliding my hand lazily down her stomach, I let it come to rest just a few inches shy of my goal. “How about now?”

      Another shake of her head. Anticipation washed over the connection.

      “You want this,” I said, walking my fingers slowly across her skin beneath the water. “I can feel it.”

      “Which means this little exercise clearly isn’t working.” Her voice carried some of her trademark sass, but there was disappointment mixed in there, too.

      It made sense when I thought about it. She was the kind of woman who was usually in control. If she didn’t start out that way in a situation, she would take it.

      Having her emotions on display, even just for me, was unsettling for her.

      Whereas I wanted that connection, all of it. I was greedy for it. The woman kept so much locked inside... when she wasn’t running her mouth.

      I smiled.

      She had an attitude that would not quit. She could be as abrasive as she could be soft, and switch between the two on the turn of a dime. Having a sense of what she was feeling inside, when her words and actions were harsh, was like my personal answer key to the riddle that was Never Darling.

      Had our connection been consensual, I would have exploited it fully. And if I’d been smarter, I would have kept what I was sensing to myself and used that knowledge to learn everything I could about her.

      But it wasn’t. She hadn’t truly known what she was giving me when I asked her to let go all those months ago, and it was clear that she didn’t want me seeing everything. No matter how much the rough, possessive part of me bucked against the logic, I had to give her control over it.

      “Try this,” I said, letting my hand continue its wandering. “Imagine a door. You’re on one side and I’m on the other.”

      “Okay,” she said doubtfully.

      “Now, think about what you want to keep to yourself. The thoughts and emotions you want to be yours and yours alone.”

      “Would it be a dick move to say all of them?” she asked playfully, though I got the impression she was only half joking.

      I let my hand drift lower, cupping her hot pussy possessively.

      She shifted against me, setting my nerves alight. “That’s not playing fair.”

      “Focus, Never.”

      She let out a little groan that shot right to my center. “Fine. What are the things I want to keep to myself?”

      “I said think about them. Find them in your mind.”

      “Right,” she huffed.

      It was hard to tell if she was taking the exercise seriously. So, I squeezed her neck gently, brought my lips to her ear, and whispered, “Focus.”

      “Easier said than done when there’s a demanding pirate pressing his cock into your back and whispering in your ear,” she fired back.

      That pulled a chuckle out of me. I adored this woman’s sass so damned much, but I wasn’t about to stop. I had a powerful need to touch her, to claim her, to fuck her so hard she would still feel me a week later. Touching her like this, without pulling her up onto my lap and sinking into her, was my middle ground.

      I ran my middle finger up her center, and she bucked hard when I brushed her clit, sloshing water over the rim.

      When I didn’t move back down or circle that delightful little nub, she let out an impatient huff. “I can show you how to do that, you know.” She lifted her hand off the edge of the tub, and I squeezed her neck tighter in warning.

      She stilled, her hand hovering. It was like she was deciding if it would be worth it to try. A new note of curiosity drifted through the other emotions spilling from her, but she finally put her hand back on the rim.

      “I’m not sure I like this game,” she said, but her energy told a different story.

      “Then tell me to stop,” I offered. “It only takes one word.”

      Instead, she gifted me with silence.

      “That’s what I thought. Back to the door, love.”

      She wiggled her hips just enough to steal my attention from the thing I was trying to do and send it careening toward the much more satisfying things I wanted to do. Swallowing hard and forcing myself back, I ran my finger up her center again. This time, when I brushed her clit, her fingers tightened on the edge of the tub.

      Hunger flared inside me, and before I could reason with myself, I circled it again. Once, twice.

      The sound that came out of her was illicit, and that barely caged wildness in me rushed to the surface. It demanded I stop this foolishness and take her right there, not caring that I really was trying to help her.

      I was, right?

      Admittedly, I was also torturing her a tiny bit. How could I not? I didn’t want her to muzzle our connection, and her body was so delightfully responsive. Her tiny sounds. The way her body trembled, sending a ripple through the steaming water. Even just the feel of her soft, wet skin against mine. I would never get enough.

      “Where’s the door?” I whispered.

      She shook her head. “I can’t. Not when you’re—”

      I flicked her clit again, eliciting a gasp that made my cock throb. Emotion was pouring through the connection now, raw and unfiltered. So much lust and want and worry, all amplified by her growing frustration.

      She was right. This wasn’t working. I was trying to guide her through closing a door she couldn’t find, and I was tormenting her in the process.

      Which meant a different tactic was necessary.

      Never was as reactive as she was responsive. If I pushed, the woman pushed back. Sometimes, it seemed, purely on instinct. So, I pushed. Instead of letting her emotions come to me, I reached out with my mind, followed the path back to her, and tried to pry more out of her.

      “Whoa.” Her body went stiff, and that addictive flow of emotion was reduced to a trickle in the space of breath.

      A deep sense of satisfaction rolled over me, only partly spoiled by the sharp twinge of regret. “See now. Was that so hard?” I whispered, hooking her by the hips and sliding her decadent body up against mine. It was divine torture the way her rear end slipped across my length, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      I’d just given her the key to shut me out, in direct conflict with what I wanted.

      It would take practice to keep everything she was feeling to herself, but once she got the hang of it, I had no doubt she would have a three-foot thick steel door standing between us in no time.

      “Straddle me,” I growled, dragging her hips up and out of the water.

      “The floor...”

      “Will dry.”

      A shiver trailed through her, transmitting her desire even with her new defensive wall in place. Like the strongest black rum, that shiver heated my blood, leaving my mind swimming.

      “Now, Never.”

      She huffed out a breath, but finally got moving. She had to wedge her knees on either side of me, leaving her lovely round rump at the perfect height to bite. So, I did.

      “Hey!” She twisted around and reached back, swatting halfheartedly at me. “No ass biting, pirate.”

      I grinned despite my better judgment. “Won’t happen again.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Why don’t I believe you?”

      “Because pirates in your world are known for taking what they want.” I pointed to the far end of the tub. “Eyes front.”

      She shook her head. Just a whisper of her defiance trickled through the connection. So, I smacked one of those glistening globes with an open palm. The sound was much louder than the force behind it, but the way her bottom jiggled made it nearly impossible to keep from leaning forward and nipping at it again.

      “Eyes front, Never.”

      She followed my order with a roll of her eyes, but a hit of desire slipped through. When she started to sink down, I stopped her.

      “Slide your hands forward.” She did, and the resulting view was everything a depraved pirate could have dreamed of. I ran my hands over her flesh, letting my thumbs dip between her thighs. “I think I’d like that kiss now.”

      Without waiting for a response, I slid a lower in the tub, grabbed her hips, and dragged her delectable pussy to my face.

      Even after months, I hadn’t forgotten her taste. It was burned into my memory, and having her uniquely wild flavor on my tongue again was like coming home.

      I licked and sucked and flicked and fucked her with my tongue until she was squirming. Until she was right on the edge. Then I backed off, shifted her forward, and gave her bottom another firm smack.

      She was panting, her body trembling. “Do you have any idea how close I was?” she asked, sounding more than a little spiteful.

      “Bring yourself down on me,” I said, ignoring her complaint. My voice was rough to my own ears, a fitting complement to the way I was feeling.

      She moved slowly, and I could have fallen in love with her right then, watching the way her body shook as her hips dipped into the water. With one hand on my cock and the other guiding her, she brought that delicious pussy down right where I wanted it.

      Her body was primed to take me, slick with desire, but it still felt like a fist wrapping around me when she sank down onto my length. “Never,” I growled, my head falling against the tub with a thud. “You feel so fucking good.”

      She sank further, taking me in inch by inch, until my cock was buried deep. Then, vixen that she was, she started moving without being told. She didn’t rise up and down. Didn’t bounce. No, she rocked her hips, grinding down on me in a way that felt too good to stop.

      My fingers dug into her flesh, pushing her down as I tilted my hips up, giving her the full length of me to grind along.

      “Fuck. Me,” she groaned. “I’m going to—”

      I yanked her up and off me, my cock slipping free and slapping against my stomach as water sloshed all over the floor.

      “What the fuck?” She damned near shouted the question between ragged breaths.

      “Not yet,” I managed to bite out.

      I hadn’t meant to let her get that close. I’d gotten carried away with how incredible she felt, and I’d let my focus drift.

      She wrenched away from me, twisting and rising until she was sitting on the edge of the tub. Frustration creased her fine brow. “What do you mean, not yet?”

      “I mean, I’m not ready to let you come yet,” I said, throwing as much dominance into the statement as I thought was safe, given her rebellious side.

      She shook her head and swung her legs out of the tub. “Then I’ll do it myself.” She stood, yanked a towel off the knob beside the tub, and wrapped it around herself.

      Her shiny new defensive wall came down a crack, and her defiance hit me. Defiance and mischief. She was frustrated all right, but she was also challenging me.

      “Don’t you dare,” I said, dragging myself out of the water.

      She was already out the door and halfway across the room when she shot a heated look over her shoulder. “Then come and stop me.”

      With that, she flung herself onto the bed, letting her towel fall away.

      I didn’t bother with my own towel before I charged after her. By the time I reached the bed, leaving a trail of wet footprints beside hers, her hand was already between her thighs. Her index and middle fingers moved in slow, teasing circles.

      The scene brought me back to the night I’d witnessed her like this, back when she’d come to my world for the first time. I could have stood there and watched her pleasure herself for hours, but she’d thrown out a challenge I couldn’t let slide.

      Also, after edging her twice, I wanted to be buried in that hot little pussy when she came.

      I climbed on the bed, shoving her knees apart as I worked my way up. Grabbing her hand roughly by the wrist, I yanked it away from my prize. With my other hand, I cupped her wet pussy. “This is mine.”

      She rubbed her lips together and narrowed her eyes.

      “Say it,” I ordered.

      She shook her head.

      This woman. I pressed her hand to the mattress. “Don’t move.” Then I ran my palm down her sides and over her stomach. I spread her legs further apart. “Say it, Never.”

      Again, she shook her head.

      “Last chance,” I warned. When she didn’t open her mouth, I gave her sweet spot a firm smack.

      She yelped and jerked, but from the way she was fisting the covers, she didn’t hate the sensation.

      “Mine,” I said again, driving two fingers into her.

      Her inner walls fluttered in the best way. I could have come just from watching her, feeling the way her hips moved, trying to ride my hand.

      “Ah, ah,” I said, withdrawing my fingers. “Not until I say.”

      She thumped her head against the mattress with a groan that had my already hard cock throbbing painfully.

      Who was I kidding here? Edging her was a twisted kind of pleasure, but we were both wound dangerously tight.

      I shifted position and buried my face between her thighs, bringing her back to the breaking point. When she was right where I wanted her, I pulled back. “Now, be a good girl and come for me.” Then I gave her wet, swollen pussy another little slap.

      That was all it took. Her cry was a symphony of pleasure and relief. Her back bowed and her thighs trembled. Before she could settle into the sensation, I rose between her legs, lined myself up, and sank into her. Deep.

      She spasmed around me, gripping me tight, and a guttural groan slipped through my lips. It was almost too much. All I could do was sit there and watch her while I fought like hell to keep my body under control.

      It took a damn sight longer than it should have.

      “You’re going to give me another one,” I said with a grunt, finally feeling like I had enough of a leash on my desire to move.

      Never smirked up at me, her damp hair splayed around her. “You really think you’re that good?” Try as she might to hide it, those taunting words were laced with need.

      I pulled out and drove back into her hard, sliding her gloriously naked body a few inches back on the bed despite her talon-like grip on the covers. Pleasure spiked through our connection, sending a shiver down my spine.

      When I slammed into her again, she let out a moan that would be etched in my mind for eternity.

      “Hands on the headboard,” I ground out. Every primitive instinct in me demanded more, but it wouldn’t do to have her head bouncing off the wood.

      She threw her arms back and grabbed the polished wood, but I didn’t miss the moment of hesitation.

      “I meant what I said, Never. You’re going to give me another one of those exquisite orgasms before I let you off this bed.”

      She lifted her hips, letting me sink the tiniest deeper. Her lids fluttered for a second before those ocean blue eyes focused on me again. “Who said I wanted off the bed?”

      Satisfaction rolled through me. That was exactly what I wanted to hear. I pulled back, tossed one of her legs over my shoulder, and drove into her again, bottoming out and making her scream.

      “That’s it.” I pounded her harder. “One more.”

      With each powerful thrust, the headboard shook and Never’s body tightened. I did it again and again, driving us both closer to the edge. The only problem was she had her head thrown back into the pillows and her eyes squeezed closed.

      That wouldn’t do.

      “Look at me,” I growled, unintentionally throwing a mountain of power behind the order.

      Her gaze snapped to mine, a challenge glittering in her eyes. Eyes that now held a distinctly golden tint.

      That was my power inside her.

      The realization struck a desire so deep I hadn’t even known it existed, pushing me to drive into her again. And again. Ruthless. Relentless.

      “One more,” I demanded.

      She held my heated stare as her muscles clamped down almost to the point of pain.

      “That’s my girl. Give it to me.”

      That golden glow grew brighter by the second, and when she finally broke, she came apart with a scream that shook the air.

      For the love of all that’s holy, this woman is everything.

      I followed her over the cliff a second later, digging my fingers into the lush flesh of her hip and thigh, burying myself to the hilt as I lost myself inside her.

      I collapsed on top of her with barely enough sense to catch myself on my elbows. Breathless and sated to my bones. And yet, my skin still prickled when she tunneled her fingers through my hair and forced me to look at her.

      “You owe me a real kiss me, pirate,” she whispered. A hint of vulnerability filtered through the connection.

      Had I not kissed her? A quick replay in my mind showed me the error of my ways.

      “With pleasure,” I said, leaning down and taking her lips with mine.

      The kiss wasn’t desperate or needy, but it was filled with so much passion that I didn’t know how one body could contain it.

      It took me a moment to understand that it wasn’t one body. Some of that deep, bottomless passion was inside me, but it was also coming from her, pouring into me like water cascading over a fall.
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      The shifter had a death wish. That was the only reasonable explanation.

      “No,” I repeated, with just as much gusto as the first three times I’d said it. I was tempted to slam my fist on my desk to make my point.

      Leo shrugged, eyeing me with a kind of endless patience he’d undoubtedly mastered working for Petra. “This is our best bet.”

      I shook my head. “Using yourself as bait is a suicide mission.”

      Never, bless her feisty little heart, was unhelpfully silent during the discussion that had us holed up in my war room, arguing over whether to send Leo back to the island as a sacrificial lamb. He’d crossed Petra and the demon would want revenge.

      The problem was the creature knew I had my power back. I’d shown her as much by flashing into its camp. That meant she knew I could flash just about anywhere in the realm, save for a certain slow swirling vortex.

      Petra could be single-minded at times, but she might not be foolish enough to be drawn out, even for a target as juicy as Leo. She would, however, send the Lost to fetch him, and that would divide her forces.

      “I could use a third opinion here.” I looked to Never for support and was greeted with instant defeat when I felt her reaction rolling through our connection.

      “What if I went to the opposite side of the island to draw the glitter bitch out?” she asked. “That would get her out of your way for a little bit.”

      “No.” The dual declaration came from Leo and me in unison.

      “I don’t want you going anywhere near her,” I added, not bothering to temper the command in my voice.

      Never bristled. “Try that again, pirate. Only this time, ask nicely.”

      Like hell. “I’m not asking. Anya is a formidable opponent, even for me.”

      “I can handle myself.” Her gaze shifted to the open door where my sailors were crossing back and forth, busy gathering and stowing supplies. “I did it before.”

      That was a different situation. “The moment Leo’s feet touch ground on the island, Petra will know he’s there. The demon has eyes everywhere. If we add you to the mix, she’ll know we’re setting a trap.”

      The plan was way too obvious.

      “Not if you wound me first,” Leo said, sparing a quick glance for the cutlass hanging from my hip.

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Hold on.” Never held up her hands. “You heal faster here, don’t you?”

      He nodded.

      “Only so long as he hasn’t lost too much blood to shift safely,” I reminded him.

      “I won’t, but they don’t need to know that. If we can mimic my earlier injuries, just less severe, it’ll look like you dumped me on the island.”

      “And why would I do such a thing?” I asked coldly.

      “Because I attacked Never.” The statement came out with a hint of regret, an emotion that lingered as he glanced her way.

      Never met his eyes. “It wasn’t me you were attacking. We all know that.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “He’s right. I was ready to kill him when I flashed back to the island after you shattered the pendant.”

      Her attention snapped to me. “You wouldn’t have.”

      Leo and I shared a look, eyebrows raised. “He definitely would have. Luckily, my tiger came to his senses before it went that far.”

      “How long have you two been friends?” When we both remained silent, she continued. “Longer than I’ve been alive, right? I don’t even...” She rolled her eyes and uttered what sounded like several curses strung together into a single colorful word. “You know what? Whatever. Can you get to Petra and flash her to your ship or not?”

      Even when she was huffy and difficult, I adored this woman’s fire.

      “I can.” It would, admittedly, go much smoother if Anya was out of the way. That didn’t mean I was willing to let Never be that distraction.

      “Nuh uh.” She pointed an accusing finger at me. “I saw that look. Even if Petra and the glitter bitch figure out we’re up to something, do you really think she’ll be able to resist coming after me?”

      “Anya? Unlikely.” I’d seen the way she looked at Never the first time they met, with enough jealousy to put a feuding harem to shame. If we dangled Never in front of her, the pixie was certainly petty enough to take the bait.

      “That’s what I thought. And if she’s having her fun with me, she can’t get in your way,” she said confidently.

      “She can also kill you,” I said flatly.

      She pushed up out of the soft leather chair. “I took her on once.”

      “When Petra still wanted you alive. Things have changed.” I cast a pleading look at Leo.

      “Sorry, bud. I’m on her side.”

      Traitor. Even as I thought the word, a note of affection bled through it. He wasn’t wrong. Neither of them was, technically. I just didn’t like the options or the odds. I didn’t like the idea of the three of us separating, or of Never facing Anya on her own. And for as strong as Leo was, if Petra sent enough of the Lost to deal with him, they could kill him too. The Nassa’s magic didn’t protect shifters the same way it did humans.

      “I did not heal you to lose you in a fight less than a day later,” I said firmly, shifting my gaze between them. “That goes for both of you.”

      She closed the distance between us, her boots thumping softly against the wood floor as she moved. When she pressed her palm to my chest, I sucked in a sharp inhale. Her touch had always had an effect on me, but now it was so much more.

      “If this is the way to ensure my brother stays safe in our world—his world—then I need to do it. And I can’t do it without your help.” Her voice was calm, and reassuring, and threaded with just the right amount of persuasion. “Hook, please?”

      Just like that, I lost the argument.

      I hated the plan. Putting either of them in danger rankled. Putting them both in harm’s way? It was far too great of a risk.

      Looking into her deep blue eyes, I offered a middle ground. “I will only agree to this if you take a contingent of my men.”

      The first hint of a smile graced her lips before she shook her head. “They can go with Leo.”

      “Do I get a say in this?” he asked from where he was sprawled in the low leather chair.

      I ignored his question, keeping my attention squarely on Never. “They’ll go with you.”

      “So that winged wretch can spot them as she flies by? I don’t think so.”

      “She has a point,” Leo added.

      I ground my teeth, unsure whether I wanted to pull her into my arms and kiss her to shut her up, or admit she was right. A powerful craving pulsed through our connection, and my eyes dropped to her lips, now twisted in a knowing smirk.

      Yes, kissing sounded like a much better option.

      “Don’t even think about it, pirate,” she said, her voice taking on a husky note that made my blood sing.

      Leaning down, I whispered, “If you want me to keep my hands to myself, then I suggest you work a little harder to keep your emotions to yourself.”

      The flush that rose from her neck to her cheeks was uniquely satisfying, even after she put up a mental wall between us. Once the connection was muffled, my thoughts cleared.

      “Fine,” I said, tearing my gaze away from her. “Leo, I’ll send a few of the others to scout ahead of you. If you truly wish to arrive injured, I would feel better about you having backup.”

      One strong eyebrow lifted. “Careful there, Atlas. I might start thinking you actually care.”

      I did, and we both knew it. “Just try not to die.”

      He pulled himself up out of his chair with a leisurely, feline grace. “Easy enough.” His attention drifted to Never, and whether he meant to show it or not, the longing in that look was enough to have me swallowing back a possessive growl. “When do you want to put everything in motion?”

      “The sooner the better,” I responded.

      He pulled in a bracing breath. “Let me know when it’s time. I’ll go help the guys with the box.”

      I tipped my head as he made his exit.

      The box my men were building would be fashioned from the Jolly Roger itself. After the sea witch’s vague warning about a coming storm, I’d loaded up on extra supplies. But I’d also taken things a step further and had the protective wards on my ship reinforced.

      Because a storm could mean weather, or it could mean trouble.

      The original warding was only meant to keep Anya away. The new work packed a bit more of a punch. Every plank, board, and brace carried the power of those enhanced wards, and if we played it right, those pieces could be used to contain the demon. At least in theory.

      All I would have to do was flash her into the cage. That would be the tricky part.

      Well, one of the tricky parts.

      Getting my hands on Petra was another. As was sinking the cage in the eddy with the demon trapped inside.

      That was another part of the plan where we were working with theory.

      The eddy was a void. It was the only area I’d found in the Nassa where magic didn’t work. Whether that magic was absorbed or neutralized was a point of debate, but the result was the same. Healing didn’t work. Flashing didn’t work. And the only way in or out of that slow swirling vortex was in the water.

      The cruelty of damning the creature to an eternity trapped at the bottom of the sea was not lost on me.

      Would it drown over and over? Or would it be crushed beneath the weight of the water, never to be resurrected again?

      There was no way to know.

      Either way, if it kept Never safe, I wouldn’t lose sleep over it.

      “What can I do to help?” she asked.

      I caught her by the back of the neck and pulled her close, pressing our foreheads together as I breathed in her heavenly scent. It wasn’t the kind of thing I could make a tangible comparison of because she didn’t smell of strawberries or lilacs or even my own soap. Never’s scent was earthy and raw—rare—and being close to her always evoked a wildness inside me.

      I gave into that wildness, our lips crashing together, teeth clashing, tongues tangling. If we could truly do what we were setting out to do, we might just have a future together. Short, though it may be.

      Shoving the thought away, I broke our kiss long enough to stride over and kick the door shut. When I turned, it was to find her leaning back against my desk, fingers curled over the lip of polished wood. Clad in a soft t-shirt and blue jeans that hugged her curves, she was a vision unlike any I’d ever expected to fall for. And I had fallen. Hard.

      “You can help by letting me back in,” I said, my voice dipping into a lower register.

      It wasn’t hard to tell what Never was thinking. Her desire was clear from her heated expression and the way she bit her plump bottom lip, but I wanted to feel what she was feeling.

      “You’re going to have to earn it, pirate.”

      I’d suspected the truth the very first moment I’d seen her laying on the beach—that this woman was all kinds of trouble. Little did I know just how much I would come to crave her special brand of mischief.
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      As I stood on the beach on the far side of the island with my trusty dagger in my hand, I was seriously questioning my logic.

      Hook had flashed me here with a disgruntled look on his handsome face. The thing was, as vocal as he’d been about how much he didn’t like this part of the plan, the man said precisely four words before giving me a look I felt all the way to my toes and flashing away.

      Don’t do anything stupid.

      Yeah, I was a little offended? It wasn’t like I ever set out to do the stupid thing. Sometimes shit just happened. But what if he was right to be worried? Not about me being stupid, but about how risky it was coming here.

      Worst-case scenario: I would fail and die. And Leo would die. And Hook would fail, only he wouldn’t die.

      I would be the first to admit that outcome would suck. Don’t get me wrong, Death by Pixie would be a hell of a phrase to have on my tombstone. But would I have a tombstone?

      If I died here today, my brother would never know.

      That thought hurt. Way down deep. If the tables were turned, I would want to know. It would tear my heart into little pieces of bloody confetti, but knowing that he was dead would be a hell of a lot better than spending a lifetime imagining what might have happened.

      “So, Plan A, obviously, is to stay alive,” I said to myself.

      In terms of pep talks, it left a lot to be desired.

      I scanned the stretch of dark sand again. Everything about this side of the island was darker. The sand, the water, the trees. Not to mention the shadows lurking beneath those trees. It all made my skin crawl.

      Rolling my shoulders back, I eyed the jungle. “Quit stalling,” I said aloud, forcing myself to take one step toward the darkness that seemed to swallow the ground. “There’s always the chance the pixie won’t show.”

      In which case, I would end up hanging out in the jungle, by my lonesome, while Hook did most of the heavy lifting. My brain headed down the path of what might happen to him if he wasn’t able to get his hands on Petra, or how many things could go wrong even if he managed to put her in that makeshift cage, before I shut down that dismal train of thought.

      Mostly.

      I was trying to keep a positive outlook, really I was, but that cage was a fucking joke. He’d said the wood was enchanted. Which, yay, I guess. That didn’t change the fact that it was still a glorified crate meant to hold a demon that could bat me around like a badminton shuttlecock.

      “But hey, what do I know?” I muttered.

      It’s not like I’m an expert on all things magical. That was the thought that followed me into the shadows. The minute I couldn’t feel the warmth of the sun on my skin, every short hair along the back of my neck rose to attention, and all my senses tried to kick into high gear at once.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” I called out with a fuck ton of false confidence, sending a handful of colorful birds squawking into flight.

      Was it smart to taunt anything on this island? Probably not, but why wait for something to happen when I could be the bad bitch making it happen?

      I was the shark in this situation.

      I was the hunter.

      Never mind that it was even warmer in the shade of the jungle. The humid air was thicker in here. Heavier. It had my clothes clinging to my skin and a fine sheen of sweat already forming on my forehead.

      “Come on, Anya,” I called again, pitching my voice loud and clear into those eerie shadows. “Let’s play a game.”

      I drew in a steadying breath, winced at the sickly sweet scent of decay, and double-checked my sketchy as fuck internal walls to make sure the uncertainty coursing through me wasn’t leaking out.

      If Hook could have sensed what I was feeling, he probably would have flashed right back. And if he could have heard me? He would’ve had his big hand wrapped around my mouth in a heartbeat.

      Luckily, he wasn’t there to silence me with his overbearing protectiveness. A protectiveness I would never publicly admit I found kind of hot.

      Okay, all kinds of hot.

      A flutter of movement pulled my attention to the branches of a twisted tree. At first glance, it looked ancient and alien. That was before I realized it was just a tree that had been dead long enough that the bark had all peeled away, leaving behind a ghostly pale skeleton. The mass of deep green vines hanging from every limb might have played a role in its demise, but even if it didn’t, the creeping, crawling plant had certainly taken advantage of the countless knots and tortured angles.

      And there, perched in the heart of that dead tree, sat my nemesis. She glared at me with an intensity that sent a renewed rush of adrenaline through me.

      “Well, hello, pixie,” I said, sounding a hell of a lot more confident than I felt.

      Sure, she might be the size of a softball at that moment, but we’d done this dance before. I knew it would only take a matter of seconds for her to match my height and then some.

      “You’re supposed to be dead,” she said flatly.

      I stretched my arms to my sides and offered her a shallow bow without taking my eyes off her. “Sorry to disappoint.”

      She flitted from one branch to the next, then to another, inching her way forward. If she was trying to be subtle about closing the distance between us, she was failing miserably.

      “Why are you here?” she hissed. “Alone? Has your precious captain had enough of you already?” The question was laced with venom. “He really can be so fickle.”

      “I just wanted to see how you’re doing,” I said. “I mean, I can’t even imagine how you must be feeling right now.”

      Her turquoise eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”

      A false smile crept up my face. “Hook, of course. You know he has his power back, right?”

      If looks could kill…

      “Yeah, you know. That’s gotta suck after all the trouble you went to all those years ago to steal that little piece of him.” I held up a hand. “How did you manage it, by the way? I’ve heard his side of the story, but I still don’t see how a worthless little flying bug could lure a demigod into a trap like that. Someone helped you, right? I mean, there’s no way you’re smart enough—”

      She launched off the branch at a frightening speed, and I barely had time to lunge out of the way before she sailed past. Whipping around, I was greeted by a full-grown sneering woman.

      “Stupid girl. That pendant was mine. He was mine,” she said, rushing forward in a flash of glittering dust, driving me backward until I stumbled and hit the ground hard.

      My head bounced off the dirt with a stomach twisting thump. Stars exploded in my vision. Distantly, as I blinked at the world wobbling before me, I realized I’d dropped my blade.

      Mother fucker.

      I pulled myself back to my feet in record time, but it wasn’t until I was standing that I realized the glitter bitch was waiting for me.

      All part of the plan, Nev, I reminded myself as she slammed into me again.

      This time, I was ready for her. Using her momentum, I took us both to the ground, holding on tight to the fragile fabric of her ridiculous dress as I rolled to my back and shoved, sending her flying over me.

      I scrambled around on all fours like an angry cat, crouched and ready to pounce. A glint of metal shining beneath a bush a few feet away caught my attention, but a quick glance was all it took to see the dagger was a lost cause. At least for this fight. The four-inch spikes sticking out every which way from the bush’s reaching branches would have made mincemeat out of me.

      Unfortunately, that moment of distraction cost me. Anya was on me in a second, driving me to my knees with weight as her arm wrapped around my throat from behind. I bucked as hard as I could, but I could barely get any leverage.

      Damn, she’s stronger than I remember. The air around us swirled like crazy. Where the hell is that wind coming from? There hadn’t been so much as a light breeze when I’d stepped into the darkness.

      It took me another beat to realize her wings were beating like crazy. She was using them and her body weight to hold me down as she tried to choke the life out of me. Her grip on my throat tightened, and her tinkling laugh in my ear sent my pulse through the roof.

      No fucking way was I going down that easy.

      I reared up as hard as I could, clutching at her arm as I twisted, rolling us both into the dirt and pinning her beneath me. It was enough to break her hold, but I was still at a disadvantage with my back to her. I rolled off, twisted, and stood in what felt like one incredibly graceful move, especially for me.

      See, I can do this. I just have to keep her busy long enough to give Hook time to get to Petra.

      However long that might take.

      Anya let out a war cry as she shot up into the air, whipping through the canopy and leaving a shower of shredded leaves falling to the ground in her wake.

      Uh oh. That wasn’t part of my plan.

      I spun in a circle, caught between crouching and searching the trees above me for an incoming turquoise missile. I whipped around just in time to see her evil sneer before she slammed into me again.

      It felt like getting clipped by a truck. The force of the blow made my shoulder scream as it spun me around, but I managed to stay on my feet. Until another one of those cries split the air and she crashed into my back, sending me sprawling.

      Fuck, that hurt.

      I dragged myself up as fast as I could, ignoring my scraped palms and the dozen or so bruises forming all over my body. I turned slowly, dragging air into my raw lungs as my pulse pounding in my ears all but deafened me.

      Where the fuck did she go? And why wasn’t I smart enough to bring a backup weapon?

      I heard a hum from my left and ducked. She sailed overhead with an angry shriek. The next time, she came at me from the back. I didn’t move fast enough. Damp dirt clung to my clothes and my hair, but I didn’t let her get a grip on me.

      She was stronger when she could use those wings of hers to pin to something, so that was the thing to avoid.

      With every pass, I was getting better at dodging her. Sometimes I could hear her coming, sometimes I couldn’t. But when I couldn’t dodge her, the trick was to keep twisting and writhing until I was back on my feet.

      Not going to lie, it was fucking exhausting. And twice, she caught me as I was still dragging myself up off the ground, driving me right back down.

      But I wasn’t about to give up and release the hold I had on my emotions. I didn’t have to win this fight. I just had to hold out long enough for him to get his part of the job done.

      Awareness tingled up my spine an instant before Anya smashed into me again. Only this time, I was airborne. We probably only flew backward for a second or two, but it felt like an eternity.

      At least until that flight came to an abrupt end with a brilliant shock of pain exploding through my back and chest. My feet hit the ground with a jarring thunk, but I didn’t fall.

      How the hell am I still standing?

      My next ragged breath was torture to draw, and I coughed it right back out, along with a warm, coppery wetness that coated my tongue and dripped from the corner of my mouth.

      Uh oh.

      I pressed my shaky fingers to my lips and pulled them away, staring in disbelief at the red staining my skin.

      Danger, Will Robinson.

      Anya’s cackle registered somewhere in the swirling, panicked mess of my mind, but it faded away when I got a look at what was going on beyond the blood on my hand.

      Was that… I tried to move. Pain ricocheted inside me, shooting from my chest to my fingers and toes, and back again.

      Sure enough, one of the gnarled tree branches was sticking out the right side of my chest.

      Well, shit. I meant to let my head fall back against the tree’s trunk, only it didn’t have anything to fall back against. I was just hanging out, dangling from a dead tree limb, doing my best imitation of a marshmallow on the end of a skewer.

      And damn, did it hurt.

      It wasn’t the same kind of pain I’d felt fighting off Petra’s shadow, but it was up there in terms of intensity. It blurred my vision and made it hard to focus. Anya was saying something, her taunting tone coming through loud and clear, even if my brain refused to process her words.

      I really couldn’t make sense of much, but I was present enough to realize I needed to keep my goddamned walls up. If Hook caught wind of what was going on, he would drop what he was doing.

      Not happening.

      He needed to take care of Petra so my brother would be safe.

      I coughed again, spitting up more blood, and biting back a whimper when the movement sent another shock of agony through me. Even a mush-minded idiot like me knew coughing up blood meant bad things for my future.

      And from the way the pain was fading, that future wouldn’t last too much longer.

      Which left me with only one real choice to make: I could hang out and die as the world’s worst tree ornament, whining about how much it hurt, or I could at least try to fight.

      Dragging my clumsy feet beneath me, I clutched the end of the blood-soaked branch sticking out from my chest.

      “I choose violence,” I croaked.

      I had enough time to think this was exactly the kind of stupid thing Hook had told me not to do before I pushed with my feet and pulled with my hands, dragging myself forward.

      “Fuuuuuck!” Black spots didn’t just dot my vision, they flooded it. Fire licked through my chest, racing down my spine, making my feet and legs tingle madly.

      One more push. That’s all I need.

      I blocked out Anya’s voice—it wasn’t like I was listening to her bullshit anyway—and psyched myself up to try again. All I had to do was keep her busy, and the best way to keep her busy was to keep fucking moving.

      With another scream that shredded my throat and sent a spray of pink into the air, I shoved forward again, clearing the end of the branch before collapsing to the ground in a breathless heap.

      Predictably, Anya was there, hovering over me with a sick, satisfied grin on her flawless face.

      I’d claimed to hate a lot of things in my life. Demons, my mom, my twisted family history, social media, drivers who couldn’t figure out how a fucking turn signal worked… It was a pretty long list. But I could honestly say I’d never hated anything as much as I hated her at that moment.
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      My nerves were on edge after leaving Never on the island to deal with Anya on her own. It didn’t help that she’d shut me out before we’d even made the trip, which left me with no idea what she was feeling or what was happening with her.

      I should have sent some of my men with her. Why had I let her talk me out of it?

      Eyeing the crude cage dangling from a makeshift crane fashioned from spare rope and pulleys, I flashed inside for a final inspection. I ran my hands over the rough boards and checked the joints for any sign of weakness. All the while, my thoughts were bouncing between going back to Never and trying to forget the sensation of my blade slicing three deep cuts into Leo’s side.

      I’d inflicted that damage moments before I’d loaded him into the skiff and pointed him toward the beach with blood pouring from his wounds.

      Cutting him had been worse than the beating he’d insisted I give him, but not by much. For the ruse to be successful, it needed to look like he was too weak to heal himself. Which meant I couldn’t go easy on him, for his sake.

      He’d gritted his teeth through the first two slices, but on the third his tiger had risen to the surface, feline eyes blazing, and the wild animal’s roar rolled from the man’s chest.

      I’d never felt more like a monster.

      And now, I waited, counting off seconds while I carried out my inspection. Half a minute passed, and it felt like I’d been in the cage for a lifetime.

      Leo needed time to draw out the Lost. Never needed time to draw Anya to the opposite beach. That left me in a torturous limbo where the next thirty seconds seemed to last twice as long as the first.

      I was supposed to give them a solid three minutes from the point that I left Never on the beach, but when I hit two, impatience won out. I pictured the spot I was looking for, closed my eyes, and flashed.

      Petra’s camp was quiet compared to the bustle of activity I was expecting. Several of the demon’s minions were standing guard or carrying out tasks, but she was nowhere to be seen.

      We’d all assumed that she would send the Lost to round up Leo. What if we were wrong?

      Spine tingling, I flashed to the beach, far enough away from the place where Leo should have dragged the skiff ashore so as not to be seen. I needn’t have bothered.

      A battle was in full swing; Leo—looking far better off than I’d left him—and my men against Petra’s Lost. Off to the side sat the demon, once again donning the glamour of the exotic island beauty.

      I couldn’t waste time engaging in the fight. My mission was to get Petra to the ship and get the ship to the eddy. Making note of the men surrounding her and their positions in the sand, I flashed.

      It should have been a simple matter of placing a hand on the creature and whisking it away, but when I arrived behind the demon, in the blink of an eye, she was facing me. Like she had been waiting for me.

      Those evil black eyes narrowed. Before I could so much as lay a finger on her, she shoved me hard, throwing me off balance.

      Not a great start, but at least having her attention on me would give my people a better chance.

      Swords clanged all around us, creating a savage harmony with the grunts of effort and cries of pain that filled the warm, humid air. With those brutal sounds came the aromas of fresh blood being spilled and the sharp reek of sweat that hung heavy over the sweeter notes of the nearby jungle. Even the salty tang of the sea wasn’t enough to overpower the scent of men fighting on a day like today.

      The creature’s feminine form smiled cruelly at me, revealing her inhuman teeth. Rather than rushing her, I waited. If I played this right, I would have her where I wanted her.

      Hell, why not make it easy on her?

      I sheathed my cutlass and held my arms out wide. “What say we settle this the old way?” I threw down the challenge, knowing full well the creature wouldn’t turn down the opportunity to take a swing at me.

      It moved like lightning, shedding its glamour as it shot forward. The moment those elongated claws made contact, slicing deep and sending a shock of white-hot pain surging through me, I latched onto its monstrous arm and directed my energy to the cage.

      In a fraction of a second, we were back out on the water. Pain filtered into my awareness, along with a gaping wound that slashed jagged lines through my flesh from my right shoulder to my left hip.

      I hissed out a breath, a sound caught between a wince and a growl. No matter how many times I was injured, and no matter how quickly I healed, the initial anguish was always fresh and raw.

      From the deck, my men yelled. Some were cheering me on, others were telling me to get out of the cage. Somewhere in the melee, I thought I glimpsed a being I hadn’t seen for thousands of years. I had just enough time to wonder if I was going mad before another wave of searing pain sliced across my face, blinding me in one eye.

      Warmth poured from the gashes, spilling down my mangled cheek and neck.

      The injury mattered little because I had the creature right where I wanted it.

      Unsheathing my cutlass, I swung fast and wide, blocking another blow. It was swelling, making itself bigger and more dangerous, but if I was right about the reinforced wards—and I desperately needed to be right—the enchantment on the cage would be enough to hold that monster. At least until we hit the eddy.

      Then it would all come down to craftmanship and speed.

      I sliced with my blade again and again, spilling the thing’s disgusting blood without an ounce of mercy. It returned the favor every chance it got, carving and gouging faster than my body could heal itself.

      There were no taunting words and witty quips. Pain burned and ached and screamed inside me, but this part of the fight was all about two things; violence and buying myself a few precious seconds to flash safely out of the enclosure.

      If I didn’t time it just right, the demon would end up on the deck of the ship with me and my men. We would most assuredly lose it then. The creature would be yanked back to the island, and my odds of getting another shot at it anytime in the next decade would be slim-to-none.

      Finally, as my boots slipped on the blood-soaked boards for the hundredth time, and every breath felt like shards of glass scraping down my windpipe, I saw the opening. One second, I was in the cage. The next, I was glaring at the thrashing creature from the deck, panting from exertion.

      I’d known it was going to put up a hell of a fight, but holy hell.

      A few of my men had moved too close to the edge, no doubt caught up in the brutality of the battle. Petra might not be able to kill them, but the creature wouldn’t hesitate to make them bleed for their recklessness.

      “Everyone back!” I rasped, ignoring my own order as my blade clattered on the wooden boards. I had to brace myself on the railing just to stay upright.

      They shuffled back at the order, but irritation still rolled through me. “Better yet, to your stations.” That was where they all should have been in the first place. “Get this ship moving.”

      Could I blame them for wanting to watch? Not really. Violence and bloodshed had the power to captivate people in a way that little else did. Save, perhaps, for sex.

      With that thought, I checked my connection with Never and was met with dead silence.

      Was that good or bad? I couldn’t tell, and while I didn’t want to wait even a second longer to find out, I couldn’t leave just yet. Not until I was sure that warded cage would hold.

      As my men scattered to the far corners of the ship, I watched the demon. It dragged those monstrous claws against the weathered wood. It kicked and pried at the boards. And when that didn’t work, it threw the full weight of its body back and forth against the inside of its new prison.

      All it managed to do was shake the contraption. Even if it did have enough sense to set the cage to swinging enough to bash it against the hull of the ship, the wards should keep both structures in one piece.

      There were far too many shoulds and maybes in this plan for my liking.

      I was fully healed when I flashed to the beach where I’d left Never a moment later, but that didn’t stop my heart rate from picking up when I couldn’t find her along that dark stretch of sand.

      “Fuuuuuck!” The harsh expletive filtered out from the trees, and my blood curdled. That was Never. I was sure of it. Except, I still couldn’t feel a goddamned thing coming from her, and somehow, it sounded like her curse was coming from everywhere.

      Another scream rent the air, and I was running before I thought to move my feet. My boots weighed a thousand pounds as they sank into the sand with every step. Branches clawed at me as I shoved my way into the shadows, but I barely noticed over the thrum of my heart beating like an angry bird trapped in my chest.

      I charged through the darkness, pausing only when Anya’s cruel laugh tinkled through the claustrophobic greenery. Turning in an uncertain circle, my senses were trying to search everywhere at once.

      Come on, Never. Let me in. Even just a crack would guide me to her. What the hell was I thinking teaching her to block me out?

      Anya’s voice had come from the opposite direction I’d been running, but my gut, tangled as it was, told me to keep going.

      Surging forward, the soles of my boots pounded the damp earth and soft fallen leaves, until they brought me to a scene that made my knees weak.

      Never was fighting to get up off the ground. Her back was soaked in blood.

      The vicious pixie hovered over the woman who owned my heart, those turquoise wings flitting excitedly. The look on her face, pure and wicked delight, sent the anger swirling beneath my skin through the roof.

      She will pay for this.

      Everything inside me clenched tight—my stomach, my lungs, my throat—and I started forward on stilted legs.

      “That really all you got, glitter bitch?” Never laughed, though her voice was thready, and her head hung like she didn’t have the energy to hold it upright.

      I moved closer as quickly and quietly as I could, only to draw myself up short when Never dragged herself to standing. A sick feeling swam inside me. The wound on her back ran all the way through her lovely chest, marring her top with a deep crimson stain that flowed down the front of her.

      Blood dripped from the corner of her mouth, and when she flashed her teeth at Anya, refusing to back down even when she must have been in a world of pain, they were tinted red as well.

      “Enough!” I yelled, my voice booming through the stillness.

      Anya fluttered backward wearing a challenge on her face, but in the blink of an eye, that challenge turned to shock. Because Never was there, grabbing her by her fluttering dress before spinning and shoving her onto a blood-soaked limb extending out from an ancient Ikesava tree.

      The pixie’s scream echoed through the trees, pitched so high it made my eyes water. Disbelief and pain pinched her features. There had been a time, long ago, when I’d thought her beautiful. But after she’d revealed her true nature, she’d become no better than the monster she served.

      A thread of satisfaction worked its way through me when I saw her seafoam green blood mixing with the shock of red at the end of that pale branch. The injury wouldn’t be enough to kill her, but it was a start.

      Never stood in front of her, back heaving with labored breaths. And Anya, for the first time in our sordid history, looked truly terrified.

      “You’re not…” she sputtered, far more focused on Never than her own injury.

      “Not what?” Never bit out.

      She threw a glance over her shoulder, just for a second, and all at once I knew exactly what had the devilish pixie shaking.

      I’d done a fair job of convincing myself that I’d imagined that amber glow in Never’s eyes earlier, but the evidence I’d tried to dismiss the first time was right there. If that weren’t enough, the fact that the wound on her back was already closing on its own sealed the deal.

      “Never?” I called to her quietly, hoping the forced calm in my tone would draw her attention.

      She turned to look at me, her eyes glowing bright, but she didn’t seem to understand what was happening. A world of emotions churned inside her. That much was easy enough to see even without our connection.

      “If you want her dead, you need to remove her wings,” I offered. As much as I wanted to take my vengeance on the pixie, perhaps Never needed it more than I.

      Fury flickered across her expression just as shock rocked Anya’s.

      “No!” Anya screeched, and in a thick plume of pixie dust, she vanished, taking half the tree with her.

      Using that kind of magic when she was seriously wounded would have cost the pixie dearly. Wherever she ended up, she would be as weak as a day-old kitten, with no way to pull herself off that bloody branch, save for pure grit.

      That was one advantage Never had over her. The woman, for all her mortal weakness, seemed to be made of the stuff.

      What was left of the tree began to list. Its rotten, hollow trunk cracked as the weight of the thing shifted. Never didn’t seem to notice. She glared down at the empty spot until I came up behind her, caught her around the waist, and hauled her backward.

      She didn’t fight. It was eerie the way she let herself be dragged. Once she was out of harm’s way, I came around to her side. “Love,” I said softly. “Look at me.”

      When she turned, a mixture of outrage and confusion simmered in her expression.

      “May I?” I asked, motioning to her shirt with a hand that appeared far steadier than it felt.

      She blinked at me, her brow pulling together, until understanding dawned. Her chin dipped to her chest and her own hand came up to prod at the ragged hole in the fabric. “How did you…” The question trailed off, and when she looked up again, the amber was fading fast.

      I thought I knew what that glow meant, but it shouldn’t have been possible. Dragging her back from the jaws of death was one thing. I’d risked angering the other gods to bring her back.

      But a god sharing power with a mortal? That was something else altogether.

      I’d never heard a single tale of a demigod accomplishing such a feat.

      Never rolled her shoulders back, blinking quickly. “I thought I was done.” Her words were little more than a whisper.

      Despite the dangerous new questions swirling in my mind, I couldn’t bear the space between us any longer. Or to see her looking so damned vulnerable. So, I closed the distance, catching her beautiful face in my hands and kissing her lips hard. When I pulled away, the faint, metallic taste of her blood lingered on my lips, but I didn’t care. She was okay.

      So much better than okay.

      She backed away a step, swiping a hand across the corner of her mouth. Her eyes narrowed on the smear of blood for a beat. Then she threw herself into my arms, burying her face in the hollow of my shoulder. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “Healing me again. I was sure I was dead.” She pulled her head back, and those stormy blue eyes of hers were like a punch to the gut.

      “Love, I didn’t—”

      Her expression changed in a heartbeat. “Petra? Did you get her?”

      The demon. How quickly I’d forgotten the whole damned reason for this mess.

      “In the cage,” I said numbly. “We should get back.”

      She nodded, and without another word, I pulled her in close and flashed us to the ship.
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      Hook’s grip on me was like steel. In a different situation, I might have welcomed that controlling hold—reveled in it even—but I could feel about a thousand eyes on us the second we were back on his ship.

      I squeezed him once and tried to pull away. Instead of reading my not-so-subtle cue, he held tight.

      “I can stand on my own,” I said.

      His response was an indelicate grunt.

      I guess that means he’s not ready to let go?

      “Am I missing something?” I twisted my head to try to see behind me.

      “I need a minute.”

      Um, okay? Either I’d scared him or the guy was just straight up glitching.

      A warm breeze sifted over my neck, sending an unexpected shiver through me. Hook finally loosened his hold and eased back with a deep worry line etched in his brow.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Nothing.” I rubbed my hands over my upper arms to clear the wave of goosebumps that had risen there. “Probably a side effect of the adrenaline.” Or the healing.

      How much did it cost him to heal me like that? Did it weaken him?

      His eyes searched mine. I braced for more questions, but before he could use his relentless charm to pry more out of me, an angry, animalistic bay had us both turning toward the ship’s railing.

      The demon was there, ugly as ever, and trapped in the cage dangling from the side of the ship. A collection of iron cannon balls wrapped in netting hung from the bottom of the contraption, swinging into one another with each of the monster’s violent attempts to smash its way free.

      “I’m a little impressed.” I honestly didn’t think the thing would hold.

      “Hang onto that thought,” he said without looking at me.

      “How long until…” I let the question fade. It probably wasn’t a great idea to reveal the extent of our plan to the furious demon.

      Hook’s gaze shifted up, and I followed its path. In the few seconds since we’d come back to the ship, the wind had started picking up. Now, it billowed the sails and lashed at the flags. My hair whipped around my head, and the warmth I’d felt just a moment earlier was replaced with an icy mist of saltwater pelting my skin.

      “We’re close,” he said, though I could barely hear him over the rising howl of the squall. He grabbed my hand and squeezed, ducking his head to my ear. “If I tell you to go inside, I don’t suppose you’ll listen?”

      Fat chance. I shook my head because there was no fucking way I was missing the opportunity to watch that wicked bitch sink into oblivion.

      He scowled down at me, then tugged me to the stairs leading up to the bridge. “Hold on to this and don’t let go until I tell you.”

      “Seriously?” I was just supposed to stand there? “What are you going to do?”

      “End this.” He shot a look at William, who had the polished wooden handles of the ship’s helm in a death grip. “Steady as she goes!”

      The other man tipped his head a split second before the ship did a spectacular nosedive, sending a wall of chilly water crashing over the bow. I latched onto the baluster and Hook’s big body surrounded me, pinning me in place.

      What the hell was going on with the weather? We’d sailed a lazy circle around the eddy the day before, and it had been calm.

      A swell followed that thought, rocking the whole ship back up and wiping that peaceful memory from my mind. My stomach rolled and swooped like I was on a roller coaster, only the sensation was so much worse.

      “Hold tight!” he yelled over the howling wind. Then he was gone, working his way toward the violently swinging cage.

      The ship listed to one side, and my boots slipped as I scrambled for purchase, hugging the thick wooden support to my blood-stained chest.

      I wasn’t stupid. I’d put the pieces together even though Hook had conveniently failed to bring it up. We were caught in a violent storm in a magical realm, headed for a part of the enchanted sea that was devoid of magic.

      More than that. If what he said was true, it nullified magic. That was why we’d sailed out of the eddy to capture Petra. He couldn’t flash back to the ship if it was already in the void.

      Basic math said if sinking into that magicless darkness was enough to take down a demon like Petra, it was probably enough to take down a demigod.

      I glared up at the dark clouds, squinting against the stinging spray of saltwater.

      This wasn’t the same as battling a villain. There was no way to fight the waves or the wind or the cold. All I could do was hold on and beg the universe for help.

      I squeezed my eyes shut. Please. If anyone out there is listening, please let this work. I was so tired of fighting. Some days, it felt like my whole life had been an uphill battle.

      When I opened them, Petra was thrashing. Her furious howl carried over the racket of the storm as a board the cage cracked and broke loose. My heart stuttered because Hook was just three steps away. He had his blade in his hand, but with every foot of progress he made, the sea tipped and tilted the ship, making it impossible for him to cut the rope.

      Another board ripped free. Petra’s scaled arm snaked out of the opening, dangerously close to Hook, who was too focused on cutting the line to realize what was happening.

      “Watch out!” I screamed as loud as I could, lunging away from the relative safety of the stairs.

      I stumbled to the railing just in time for him to twist out of the demon’s grip. Another powerful wave rocked the ship, sending him sliding across the wet deck. How in the world he managed to stay on his feet was beyond me, but when he caught sight of me, he looked terrified.

      Not a great way to boost a girl’s confidence.

      It’s fine, I lied to myself.

      Yes, I was the fucking idiot for not to what I was told, but there was no going back. I clutched the railing, dragging myself forward with my jaw clenched and my eyes slitted. Wind tore at the sails, carrying away huge swaths of canvas like they were made of silk. It battered every inch of my exposed skin and made it damned near impossible to see.

      When I was close, I knelt and reached for my blade, only it wasn’t there.

      “Muther fucker,” I hissed. I’d left it in the jungle with Anya, and now I had no way of cutting that goddamned rope.

      I dared a look at Hook. He was fighting to get back across the deck to me, but each time he tried, the ship listed or dove, sending him in a different direction. Almost like the universe was working against him.

      Something hit the railing above me, and I squinted up to see the demon’s claws clinging to the wood.

      This cannot be happening. Not when we’re so fucking close.

      “Never!”

      I twisted just in time to see Hook shoving his cutlass, handle first, across the deck. His aim was true, and I managed to snag it before it slid past me and tumbled overboard. Without waiting or planning or overthinking, I stood and swung.

      The rope snapped, and the cage fell, but the demon was still there, clinging to the wooden railing with one deadly set of claws. A swell caught the front of the ship and pitched it sideways, slamming me into that very same railing hard enough that Hook’s blade almost slipped from my grip.

      Seasickness and panic rose up inside me, burning the back of my throat, but I swallowed hard. If I managed to live through this, I was pretty sure I was going to puke the minute I wasn’t fighting for my life.

      That’s future Never’s problem, I reminded myself.

      What I needed, before I could lose the lunch swimming in my stomach, was one clear shot. The ship rolled and swayed. Bile threatened again, leaving its acidic taste lingering. Then another demon hand joined the first, clawing and climbing.

      Come on, coward. If I kept waiting for the right moment, that thing would kill us all.

      Those claws swiped at me, only missing by a hair when I ducked out of the way.

      Fury filled Petra’s ugly face. The storm was reflected in those glassy black eyes. Then her lips peeled back in a snarl, and I remembered, in vivid detail, my first encounter with the monster.

      In my world, with her growling my family name.

      This bitch isn’t getting another shot at anyone I care about ever again.

      I swung the curved blade with everything I had, letting my own furious war cry erupt from my lungs. She fell away with an angry scream that was torn away by wind, and I watched with a strange fascination as the monster—with one bloody stump flailing through the hole in her cage—disappeared into the churning water.

      Petra’s remaining hand, claws still anchored in the wood, remained, even as the motion of the ship nearly sent me over the railing with her.

      I didn’t want to touch them.

      But what if that was all the shadow needed? What if a single monster hand was enough for the magic in this realm to bring her back?

      I braced with one arm and pried the sharp claws loose with the curved blade. The ship dipped and rolled mercilessly as I worked, like a wild horse trying to buck me off. Wet wind yanked at everything. My hair, my clothes, my courage.

      When I finally tossed Petra’s severed hand into the water, I only had the space of a breath to revel in that minor victory before another crushing wave hit. My feet slipped. Every inch of me was soaked to the bone.

      I abandoned the blade and used both of my arms to clutch the railing, but my grip on the slick wood was failing.

      “Come on!” I yelled.

      Whether I was yelling at myself or the storm or the universe, I couldn’t say for sure. Maybe all three, but it was the storm that answered. It gave me a three-second reprieve from the violent rocking as a dark wave the size of a ten-story office building climbed into the sky.

      We’re so fucked. So, so fucked.

      Something hard slammed into me from behind, knocking the air from my chest. The next thing I knew, I was on the deck, pinned between that immovable stone and the thick wooden balusters, as a crushing wall of water dealt a punishing blow.

      The ship cracked and groaned under the assault.

      Then another wave hit. And another. And another.
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      In all my time in the Nassa, I’d never seen a storm like the one in the eddy. There’d been plenty of thunderstorms and rough seas, but nothing I could remember compared to the onslaught that accompanied sending the demon to its watery grave.

      I’d held Never against the uprights with my body for what had felt like hours, both of us holding on for all we were worth as the storm did its damnedest to take us out.

      And all I could think about through it all was what would happen to her if the waves won.

      Every tortured scenario I imagined, while wind and rain and saltwater battered everything I cared about, tightened the noose around my heart.

      I was inclined to say luck was the only thing that kept the ship from going down, but I knew better. For a storm like that to crop up when it did, where it did? It wasn’t a coincidence. I might not know exactly what it meant, but I wasn’t foolish enough to dismiss it.

      That knowledge hung over me as we dragged ourselves up off the deck. As my men and I inspected the damage to the ship. As Never and I ate a late dinner with Leo and the others. And when we fell into each other’s arms hours later. It followed me everywhere, even into the tumultuous dreams that plagued my sleep.

      None of those haunted dreams were about Petra. The creature wasn’t dead. At least, not in the way mortals died. But she was, for all intents and purposes, gone.

      Finally.

      Unfortunately, there were plenty of other things to worry about.

      For starters, Never was hellbent on finding a way back to her world to check on her brother. I couldn’t fault her for that. When the tables were turned, I’d done everything I could to find my way to her.

      And I would do anything to keep her safe and happy, even if that meant saying goodbye to her again.

      Which was why, less than a day after we’d managed to limp out of the eddy with a cracked mast and half our sails missing, at a time when there was more work to be done than there were hands to do it, I was still in bed hours after the sun rose. I couldn’t bring myself to move her. Not when she was gloriously naked, with her lush body draped over mine in the most deliciously possessive position.

      I’d thought about getting up and fetching us some food from the kitchen. By now, I was sure Cook had the place looking like new. I’d also thought about waking her to take full advantage of the fact that she was here with me.

      For now.

      Instead, I’d spent the last few hours staring up at the dark ceiling, my gaze tracing the beams while I agonized about what would come next.

      I had tapped every source I could think of trying to get to Never’s world. I’d leaned on friends and enemies alike, and I’d called in every favor I’d ever collected. But it was all for nothing. The only thing with the power to draw me out of my curse and into the human world was Never.

      She’d summoned me with the potent combination of her blood and my magic. Now that the latter had been returned to me, I was just as trapped as I’d always been.

      Except, my sentence in the Nassa was mine, not hers. And if I was right about what was happening to her, there was a chance she could make that trip on her own.

      A whisper of worry snaked through me at the thought, and I had the desperate urge to bury it. Because that troubling thought would inevitably lead to questions I wasn’t ready to answer.

      What if she really could leave? What if all she needed was to learn how? Would she go and leave me behind? If she did, would she ever return to my world? That last one hinged on how she felt when she learned the truth, and I didn’t have high hopes.

      I tried like hell not to think about any of it, but every time I closed my eyes and tried to enjoy the warmth of her skin pressing against mine, I couldn’t help it. I’d only just gotten her back.

      “Morning, pirate.” Never’s voice was a balm, sliding over my nerves and soothing the raw edges better than the realm’s best enchanted rum. She trailed her fingertips down my chest, raising goosebumps in their wake. “You seem awfully tense for first thing in the morning.”

      I caught her gently by the wrist, stilling her wandering hand. The need to roll her onto her back and make her come until her body was spent and her throat was hoarse was undeniable. But I needed to decide what, if anything, I was going to tell her before that happened.

      “For the record, first thing in the morning was hours ago,” I said.

      Her eyes searched mine. From the questions swirling in them, I was doing a terrible job of convincing her that nothing was wrong.

      So, I kissed her on the forehead and let out a heavy sigh. “Unfortunately, I need to get up and see to the repairs.” When I moved to sit up, she rolled onto her back and watched me go, leaving all those lovely curves on full display. It was torture turning away from that delectable view, but it had to be done. “Can I bring you something to eat?” I asked, getting to my feet.

      Every step I took felt like a coward’s retreat. I shouldn’t be walking away from her; I should be holding her close and telling her everything. She had a right to know who—no, what—she was now. Or, more accurately, what I suspected she might be.

      Would the other gods come down to my level to punish me for sharing my power with a mortal? Maybe, but they hadn’t stepped so much as a toe in my realm in eons. If that disinterest carried forward, I might be able to hide what I’d done from them indefinitely.

      For the first time in my long life, I sincerely hoped they’d all forgotten about me and that I stayed forgotten.

      Never, on the other hand, wasn’t disinterested. She was intelligent and observant. She would figure things out on her own, given enough time. Factor in the way she seemed to be a magnet for danger, and the odds were high she would put everything together sooner rather than later.

      I pulled a pair of pants from the armoire and slipped them on before turning to face her. She hadn’t answered my question about breakfast, and when I got a look at her, she was studying me.

      “What’s on your mind?” she asked. She’d propped herself up against the headboard and pulled the covers up to her waist. Her crimson hair hung in chaotic waves around her head, highlighting the pink in her cheeks.

      It took all my willpower to keep from closing the distance between us. “I just want to make sure everything is getting squared away,” I lied.

      One dark eyebrow winged up. “Uh huh.” Then she motioned to the door. “Go on then. Go do your captainy things. I can find my own breakfast.”

      “You’re sure?” I turned, snagged one of my soft linen shirts off a hanger, and pulled it on.

      “Yep.”

      She sounded convincing enough, but I could feel her uncertainty.

      My gaze fell to my hands, remembering the way it had felt shoving so much power into her body. Nothing had gone the way I’d thought it would since the moment this woman crashed into my life, and this morning was no exception.

      Only this time, it was my fault. It wasn’t fair to keep her in the dark.

      Swallowing hard, I returned to the bed. She scooted over a few inches, giving me enough room to sit down beside her. “We need to talk.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and the trickle of emotion that had been bleeding through our connection was cut off completely. That normally feisty tongue of hers darted out of her mouth, wetting her lips before she pulled her knees up and sat up straighter. “In my world, that’s a loaded statement.”

      I was fairly certain that was the case in most worlds, but it didn’t change anything. “There are things you need to know.”

      A booming knock filled the room, and Never eyed me like I’d somehow planned the interruption. Truth be told, I wanted to take that distraction and run with it.

      Anything to avoid this conversation.

      I turned and stared at the door, weighing that option before my principles won out. “Go away!”

      “Would love to, buddy,” Leo yelled back. “But it looks like we’ve got another storm coming.”

      I let my head fall back and closed my eyes. “Aye, be there in a moment.”

      The covers rustled in the quiet, followed by the sound of Never’s bare feet padding across the floor. When I dragged my head up, she was standing in front of the windows with the curtains pulled back. My mouth watered at the view, despite all my worry and hesitation.

      Even if I’d tried to stop myself, I wouldn’t have been able to. My feet moved on their own, carrying me to her.

      She jumped the tiniest bit when I placed my hands on her hips, but when I leaned in and brushed my lips across the shell of her ear, she melted back into me. Her trust did powerful things to me. It riled that primal urge to pin to her the glass and sink my swollen cock into her almost as much as it called to the protector in me.

      She was mine, but I couldn’t keep her if she didn’t want to stay. And she’d already said as much. Her first priority in life was her brother.

      Who was I to deny her the truth when it was the very thing that could send her back to him?

      “That looks like trouble,” she whispered. Her gaze was locked on the horizon where a wall of dark clouds was building.

      “Maybe,” I admitted. Probably. A sense of dread slipped through our connection, and I bent my head to plant a kiss on her temple. “It’s likely nothing to worry about, but I’ll have a better idea after I get a look at things from the bridge.”

      She nodded. “I’d like to check it out too, if that’s all right with you?”

      I was stunned into silence for a full breath. Never Darling was asking for permission to do something? That was a first.

      It was also evidence of her unease.

      Maybe telling her the truth about everything can wait until things are a little more settled. A day, two at the most. That was the lie I told myself.

      “Of course.” I let go of her, reluctantly peeling my hands away from her soft flesh. “Why don’t you get dressed and meet me out there when you’re ready.”

      That was where I left her, standing stark naked with the light of the mid-morning sun spilling in around her. We were both caught up in our heads, working through our own problems. And while I had no desire to share my own self-serving thoughts, I would have given anything to know what she was thinking.

      Did that make me a hypocrite? Absolutely, but I didn’t care.

      On deck, temporary repairs were coming along nicely. My men were almost finished bracing the cracked mast, and our spare sails were being hauled out of storage.

      Our first destination was the island of the shifters. In part for the ship, because the shifters were the finest craftsmen in the realm. But also for Leo. He hadn’t been home in ages, and he was champing at the bit to share news of Lily’s survival with his clan.

      There would be a celebration, no doubt. Though I suspected the festive torches would still be burning bright when the first whispers of traveling to the human realm to bring her back—to rescue the clan’s long-lost princess from her curse—would begin.

      “So, this is how you fix a broken mast?” Never asked, inspecting the boards and coils of rope bracing the mast.

      “Cracked,” I corrected. “If it had broken, we would have had to erect a jury-mast.” When she shot me a questioning look, I added, “It’s a temporary mast constructed out of pretty much anything we can salvage. It would be shorter and weaker, but it would get us where we needed to go until a new mast could be installed.”

      A distant rumble of thunder drew all eyes on deck to the clouds in the distance, but it was Never who asked the question we were all thinking. “Will we be able to outrun it?”

      “We’ll do our best.”

      She was silent for a beat before turning to take in the ship. “How did you learn about all this?” She waved a hand, encompassing the vessel and crew. “Were you like the Patron Saint of Sailors before you ended up here?”

      An unexpected chuckle shook my chest. “No, but I’ve always had ties to the sea. My mother was Haliae, a goddess of the sea.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think I’ve heard of her.”

      “She made it a point to go unnoticed.”

      “So, that’s where the glowing eyes and healing powers came from?” She smirked up at me. “What about your dad? Was he a human?”

      A little of my humor drained away. “He was a titan.”

      Her head ticked the tiniest bit. “I thought titans were gods, too. I mean, that’s how I learned it in school.”

      “They are.”

      “Wouldn’t that make you… a god? Not a demigod?”

      I took a moment to let my gaze drift out across the water toward those looming clouds. After so much time had passed, one would think the embarrassment and disgrace that came with being disowned would fade. I’d managed to bury it long ago, but it was still there, and now it came roaring back.

      “When I was cast out and cursed to this place, my father disowned me. An act that included stripping me of the power I’d been born with, at least from his side. What remains is from my mom’s side.”

      “Have you heard from her since you came here?”

      I shook my head.

      Never moved in front of me, rolled up on her toes, and kissed me softly on the lips. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” I smiled down at her. “Everything that has happened led me right here.” I cupped her face in my hands. “And there is nowhere else I would rather be.” With that, I gave in to the urge to kiss her again, taking her lips with mine.

      I couldn’t get enough of the taste of her, the scent of her, the feel of her skin against mine. If I’d known then what awaited me when my sentence was handed down all those years ago, I would have welcomed my banishment with open arms.

      I would have counted the years, days, and hours waiting for her.

      Only now, there was a chance she would leave when she realized she shared my powers, and I wasn’t ready to lose her again.
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      Hook’s kiss started out sweet, but by the time his hand snaked into my hair, tugging at the roots even as he pulled me closer, there was a growing desperation in it.

      A throat cleared from somewhere behind me. I tried to ignore it, wanting more of that kiss, more of Hook, but my world turned into a tilt-a-whirl in the seconds that followed.

      Before I fully understood what was happening, he’d whipped me around behind him and Leo was leaping over the railing on the bridge and landing at his side. Together, they created a massive wall of man that was equal parts hot and fucking frustrating.

      “What the hell?” I asked, not at all impressed.

      The voice that responded didn’t come from either of them. It wasn’t a voice I recognized at all, and I had to balance on my tiptoes to see over Hook’s shoulder to get eyes on the guy.

      Whoever he was, he didn’t look like much of a threat. He was smaller than Hook and Leo by a couple of inches, sporting a stone-gray Henley and a pair of jeans that looked like they were tailored to fit.

      It kind of looked like he just stepped through a door from my world.

      He was handsome too, if a girl went for the silver fox thing, but it was the power emanating from him that had me circling around Hook to get a better look.

      “Ah, there she is,” he said, with a warmth that damned near had me smiling back at him.

      Hook’s head whipped around. “Get behind me.”

      “I’m not the one you need to be worried about, Atlas,” the stranger said.

      “You two know each other?” I asked.

      Hook shot me a look so filled with fury that I almost missed the fear riding beneath the surface. “This is Nerebis.”

      He didn’t have to tell me to move again. I could feel the unspoken request in my bones. But I also wasn’t about to hide behind him. So, I moved to his side and grabbed his hand. When he laced our fingers together and squeezed, I knew I’d made the right choice.

      “What do you want?” Hook asked. The hostility in his voice was palpable.

      Nerebis shook his head and uttered an amused sigh, his gaze lifting from where our hands were joined to meet Hook’s stare. “Still so young, even after all this time.” He swept his arms out, spreading them wide as a burst of icy air swirled around us. “Has your sentence in this realm robbed you of your manners so soon?”

      His choked laugh was dripping with bitterness. “Soon? As if I haven’t been here for millennia?”

      “But a moment in the great expanse, dear boy.”

      Ooo, that set off all kinds of alarms. I mean, I knew Hook had been around for a minute. It was a fact I was still trying to wrap my head around. But to have his whole, yawning life experience minimized by a dude who looked like he’d barely passed the fifty-year mark?

      It was a little unsettling.

      I leaned toward Hook. “Is he a primordial?” Emerson and Theloneus had thrown off a similar vibe.

      “Not exactly,” Nerebis said, offering me a patient look. The guy almost pulled off the whole genuine thing, but I didn’t miss the condescending note in his voice or the troubling twinkle in his hazel eyes.

      Yeah, no. I was so over the cryptic bullshit.

      “Are you getting the impression you aren’t welcome here? Because I sure am.” Hook’s hand squeezed mine almost painfully. A sane person would have shut up. Instead, I squeezed back and added, “How about we skip the evasive crap? It’s been a weird couple of days, and I’m not really in the mood to be fucked with.”

      His eyebrows twitched. “I see.” Then his lips curved up ever-so-slightly.

      I waited for some explanation to follow that reaction, but everyone remained silent.

      Nerebis studied me with just a shade too much intensity. Hook and Leo watched him like they wanted to rip his throat out but couldn’t move. And every damned thing about the situation felt wrong.

      My skin crawled with anxiety or anticipation; it was impossible to tell which. “Are you here about the pendant? Did I fu—screw something up when I smashed it?”

      That, at least, would make sense. There’d been a huge blast of light when I’d destroyed the thing. Maybe releasing that power had, I don’t know, done something?

      Maybe it didn’t all find its way back to Hook.

      His hand twitched with my question, and Nerebis’s eyes moved lazily to him before sliding back to me. “You have done nothing wrong, child. Aside, perhaps, from your lack of respect.” His gaze shifted back to Hook, sharpening. “You, on the other hand... do you realize what you’ve done?”

      That doesn’t sound good.

      Hook didn’t answer. He didn’t move. If I hadn’t been standing right next to him, I might have wondered if he was actually breathing.

      Nerebis let out a tired sigh and moved to the railing, hiking a hip onto it as he folded his arms over his chest and took Hook’s measure. “You’ve upset the natural order.”

      “Of what?” The question was out of my mouth before I could stop it. Why? Because I hated it when powerful people felt the need to speak in riddles.

      “Life,” Nerebis said flatly.

      Cool, not helpful dude. “Could you, maybe, elaborate on that for a lowly human?”

      His expression was caught somewhere between irritation and amusement. “You died. Your soul moved on, but Atlas here brought you back. In direct violation of divine law, I might add.”

      Wait, what?

      An uneasy laugh chirped out of me. “I didn’t die. I might have passed out, but...” My rebuttal fell flat when I looked up and saw the look in Hook’s eyes.

      “You did die,” Nerebis said, pulling my attention back to him. “The problem is, resurrection defies the laws governing this universe. Which means your soul now bears the mark of defiance.”

      “And that means what, exactly?” Because to me, the mark of defiance sounded like a low-rent garage band.

      He stood and moved across the deck, stopping about ten feet shy of me when Hook inched in front of me. “That mark means there’s nowhere for you to hide. Nowhere you can run. When the others come looking for you, and they will come, it will lead them right to you.”

      Creepy, ominous, and still utterly unhelpful.

      “Who are the others?” I asked.

      “The other fates,” Hook answered without taking his eyes off Nerebis.

      I looked between them, still not getting. “I’m going to need a little more.” Or a lot. For once in my life, it might be nice to have too much information.

      Hook’s body was stiff beside me, even when he huffed out a sharp, impatient breath. “Nerebis is one of the three fates. It’s said that he is responsible for spinning the thread of life. The other two, Serus and Tenebris, handle other things.”

      “So, a fate is like a god. Or is he more like a demon?”

      “Both,” Nerebis said. “And neither.”

      “Do you have any idea how unhelpful answers like that are?” I asked.

      “He’s not like the earthbound primordials we met,” Leo said quietly.

      I craned my head to get a look at him. The guy sounded respectful enough, more so than Hook, but the expression on his face told a different story.

      Nerebis laughed. Again, it had that warm, distinctly dad-like sound to it, and I could almost picture the guy hanging out at the park with his kid or grandkid, pushing her on the swings. It was a bizarre contrast to the dangerous energy coming off him.

      “The fates can shape destinies,” Hook added. “But they each do it in a different way.”

      “We are life and death, birth and burial, and it falls upon us to correct certain... mistakes,” Nerebis said.

      Hook’s already stiff stance went positively rigid. “It wasn’t a mistake.”

      “Not to you.” He shook his head. “The others will undoubtedly disagree.”

      “Bringing my back?” I hated the way that realization sat in my gut like a stone. I’d had all of two minutes to process the news that I’d supposedly been resurrected, and none of it felt real. “That was the mistake?”

      “No, it wasn’t.” Hook squeezed my hand again. “And I won’t undo it.”

      Nerebis gave him a patronizing look. “You would be wise to take more than half a second to consider your situation. You two are linked now, in a far more substantial way than that little love mark you left on her soul.”

      “Linked how?” Leo asked, beating me to the question. But only because I got a little tripped up by the love mark part of the statement.

      Nerebis’s gaze tracked slowly between Hook and me. “What Atlas did required an exchange.” He motioned between us. “Now, your life force is linked to his and his is linked to yours.”

      “What?” I sputtered. “So, if I die, he dies?” I couldn’t have that on my conscience. My only major goal in life for the last few years had been to get my brother to adulthood with as few physical and psychological scars as possible.

      We’d all already seen how epically I’d failed at that.

      And now I was responsible for a demigod?

      No. Nuh-uh. That was waaayyy above my pay grade.

      I tried to pull my hand free of Hook’s, but his grip only tightened.

      A smile brightened Nerebis’s face. “See there,” he said with a chuckle. “She understands.” His gaze was pinned on Hook, whose only response was to stare back at the guy with stony resolve.

      Except his time, when I yanked, he let me go. I backed away, giving myself equal distance between the scary silver fox and my broody pirate.

      “You get that I’m mortal, right? If I’m lucky, and I mean ridiculously lucky, I’ll die a nice, quiet death in like sixty years. Why the fuck would you willing hitch your horse to that doomed wagon?”

      Hook took three steps toward me, holding out a hand. “This is what I was trying to tell you earlier.” For every step he took toward me, I backed up one. When he realized he wasn’t closing the distance, he stopped. “You’re not mortal anymore, Never.”

      Um, say again? I blinked a few times, but it wasn’t like I had a bunch of random thoughts of my life running through my mind. Really, I was just trying to comprehend the sentence. How could I not be mortal?

      “The magic of this place doesn’t work that fast, does it?” That was what William had told me. He’d said it took years for the Nassa to really seep into a person’s bones.

      His expression was all the answer I needed, and this time, when he took a cautious step toward me, I held my hand out to stop him. What did Nerebis say? Something about being marked?

      “Because you brought me back?” It still sounded like a joke saying it out loud. I didn’t feel like I’d been dead, not that I had any idea what that was supposed to feel like. But still.

      He nodded, then shook his head. “It has to do with the way I brought you back.”

      I rubbed my lips together, remembering how quickly he’d managed to heal me after my fight with the glitter bitch.

      “Back on the island, with Anya. That wasn’t you, was it?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

      Before he could answer, and before I could talk myself out it, I knelt, pulled his prized dagger from my boot—yes, I’d filched it from his nightstand, and I wasn’t sorry about it—and sliced a deep cut in the fleshy part of my palm.

      “Fuck,” I breathed. That shit hurt.

      “Stubborn woman,” Hook said under his breath. He was already at my side and peeling the blade out of my hand before I could fight him off, frustration shining in his amber eyes. “Why would you do that?”

      “To test your theory.” Obviously.

      Pain radiated through my hand. Blood welled up fast, spilling out of the gash and dripping onto the wooden planks of the deck. The warning that I was a giant fucking idiot blared like an air horn in my head, until a few seconds later when the sensation inside the wound started to change.

      It still hurt like a mother, but a foreign tingling sensation was growing. As it did, the corners of the cut started coming together on their own.
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      As I watched Never and her fascination with her healing wound, a profound sense of relief came over me. It washed away some of the anxious energy that had embedded itself in my bones since the moment I’d realized she was important to me.

      I’d seen her heal on the island, but what that truly meant hadn’t sunk in.

      She was safe. Maybe not from the wrath of the gods or the whims of the fates, but from the other things that were far more likely to kill humans: illness, violence, aging. None of those things could touch her anymore.

      I stood to face Nerebis, shielding Never’s crouched body with mine. Did he really think I’d let her die? That I would spend the rest of my immortal life with the knowledge that her soul was trapped in the Alius without tearing the universe apart to get her back?

      His eyes searched mine silently. Then, with a flick of his wrist, Never disappeared.

      I whipped around, drawing my sword as I did. It felt unfamiliar in my hand after the countless years I’d carried my cutlass, but as long as it did its job, I didn’t much care.

      A quick glance across the ship revealed that everyone was gone.

      It was just me and one of the most influential beings in the universe.

      “What did you do with them?” I asked, letting the disdain rising in my blood spill into my voice.

      “Not to worry, they’re close by.”

      Not good enough. “Bring them back.” The words were barely out of my mouth when a new sound caught my attention. Fists pounding on wood and a level of colorful language that I’d only ever heard from one woman.

      I had to fight a smile as I turned to see the solid wooden door to my quarters shaking on its hinges.

      “What do you want, Nerebis?” I asked, returning my attention to the fate standing before me.

      “If things were different, we would let the situation play out,” he said. “A resurrected human can do only so much damage in a single lifetime. Unfortunately, her newfound durability is an issue.”

      “I’m inclined to disagree.” It was a blessing. A wish come true.

      His eyes narrowed. “You shared your power with her, Atlas.”

      “I did.”

      “Humans aren’t meant to hold the power of a god. Their structure, their very essence, doesn’t allow for it.”

      “And yet.” I motioned to my quarters.

      “I’m just speculating here, but I imagine it has something to do with the stain on her soul. A stain, I might add, that could spread given enough time. And even if doesn’t, she still should not be here. Her soul is meant to rest in the Alius. You know it as well as I do.”

      A bitter laugh bubbled up my throat. “Rest? There is no rest in that place. No peace. It is violence and pain and torture.”

      “True. It can be those things, but there’s so much more to it. It’s a tricky realm.” He tugged the sleeves of his shirt up, revealing muscled forearms that were covered in ink. The words written on his skin looked like the language of the ancients, but it was hard to tell for sure with the way they moved, swirling and overlapping each other like the ink was alive. “But I suppose the heart is also a bit tricky, isn’t it?”

      It was, very much so. Tricky and troublesome and all manner of unpredictable.

      “You love her, correct?” When I didn’t respond, he nodded. “Your silence is answer enough, boy. Of course you do, and I’m sure you’ve told yourself you will do anything to keep her in your life. I understand that desire, but her continued existence is already causing ripples. The longer she avoids her destiny, the more chaos she’ll create. Until the day comes when we can’t undo the damage. I’m telling you right now, the others will intervene before it comes to that.”

      “You’re already intervening,” I pointed out.

      “To offer you a chance. This is a one-time offer, Atlas. Undo what you’ve done. Let her soul cross back to the Alius as it was meant to, and your slate will be wiped clean.”

      Was that all? Condemn the soul of the woman I loved to an eternity of torture, and in return I would get to carry on with my meaningless life in this prison realm?

      “No deal.”

      He closed the distance between us, stopping just an inch too close for comfort. “I don’t think you heard me. Your slate will be clean. No more punishment.” He clapped one hand on my shoulder and motioned at everything around us with the other. “You will be free of this place and its shackles.”

      I had dreamed of leaving this realm and rejoining the other gods for what felt like an endless span of time. It was all I’d thought about in the beginning. It was a dream I’d given up on at least a thousand times, only to find it creeping back to life a thousand and one.

      A clean slate. A fresh start.

      But only if I give up Never.

      I shrugged away from the hand still resting on my shoulder. The only reason Nerebis would be in my realm looking to strike a deal with me was if he and the others couldn’t do what needed to be done themselves.

      His measured stare hardened when I didn’t respond right away. “Let me put it another way. If you don’t unwind what you’ve done, you’ll be putting the entire human realm at risk.”

      “Of what?” How could one woman—even as challenging as she was at times—have such a profound influence over an entire realm?

      The last of Nerebis’s friendly, fatherly facade faded into his scowl. “The fates maintain the balance of all things, in all realms. Upsetting that balance is not wise.”

      “No one has ever accused me of being wise. Hence my current living arrangements.” I swept my arm out, encompassing the Nassa. “Regardless, a vague warning isn’t an answer. How will the human realm be at risk?”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “If she is allowed to continue as she is, the balance between the realms will begin to shift. An uptick in violence here, a rise in dark magic there. It will happen so slowly in the beginning you might not even notice, but the end result will be catastrophic.”

      It was certainly a sobering thought. “You speak as though this has happened before.”

      He nodded. “Twice. We were able to correct course the second time, but just barely.”

      “And the first?”

      He met my gaze with a flat stare. “The human realm was nearly wiped out.”

      “Why have I not heard of this?” That seemed like the kind of tale that would have been spread far and wide in the celestial community.

      “It was long before your time.”

      I shoved my hand through my hair. Sacrifice Never to save every being in her realm, including her brother? And I would finally be released from this place?

      It should have been a much harder decision to make. A better man—a better god—would have agonized over whether to give up the woman he loved when faced with an offer like that.

      Or maybe not.

      Maybe a better man would have known the answer right away. It just wouldn’t have been the same as mine.

      “The answer is still no.”

      He took a step back, his hands falling to his sides. “Atlas, think—”

      “I will not undo what I’ve done.” Never was mine, and no one would take her from me for any reason.

      His head tipped to one side. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Try me.”

      “We’re talking about a single human life.”

      “Exactly. I have a hard time believing the future of an entire realm could ever hinge on a single soul. And if it does, if that’s truly all it takes to upset that ancient balance, then that is some piss poor craftsmanship.”

      Nerebis huffed out an irritated breath, his narrowed gaze shifting to the door to my quarters and the furious cursing from the other side. “If I go back and tell the others that you’ve refused to fix this, they will come for you both. And they won’t be the only ones.”

      I stepped to my left, blocking his view of the door. “Let them come.”

      His expression shifted, softened. “What would she say? If I called her out here right now and asked her to sacrifice herself to save the whole of the human realm, what do you think her answer would be?”

      It was a blatant manipulation to even suggest such a thing because we both knew the answer. But if it was really that simple, he would have asked her first.

      “She can’t undo it on her own, so it hardly matters.”

      He pressed his fingers to his temples and closed his eyes. “Tread carefully, Atlas.” When he opened them, it was like staring into the sky on a clear night, with the stars stretching out into the universe, making you feel about as important as a single grain of sand on an endless beach. “You do not want to make enemies of the fates.”

      For as awe-inspiring as that warning was meant to be, it made me laugh. I couldn’t help it. Maybe it was the absurdity of the whole damned situation. Or maybe Never was rubbing off on me. Either way, only one response felt appropriate.

      “All due respect, Nerebis...” I eased back a step and raised my sword, pointing the gleaming blade at his neck. “Get the fuck off my ship.”

      With a shake of his head, he was gone. The door to my quarters flew open and Never charged out with my dagger in her hand. “Are you okay? Where did that bastard go?”

      It was the most adorable demonstration I’d seen in a long time, but what really got to me was the fact that she asked if I was okay before anything else.

      When she saw that I was smiling, she cocked her head. “What am I missing?”

      Leo and my crew spilled out onto the deck in the moments that followed, all wielding weapons and ready for a fight. Pride surged at the sight of them. Somehow, despite my surly moods and clipped words, I’d managed to surround myself with some of the most loyal people in the realm.

      “The immediate danger has passed,” I said, casting my voice out so everyone could hear me. “But we still have plenty to do to get this ship seaworthy.”

      “What about the storm?” William asked, resuming his post at the helm.

      “We’ll worry about it when it gets here. Until then, let’s get back to work.”

      “How can I help?” Never asked, her gaze sweeping across the deck and the men returning to their tasks.

      I had the urge to tell her to go back to our quarters, draw a nice bath, and wait for me there, but something told me she wouldn’t appreciate that suggestion.

      “Leo?”

      He was already halfway across the ship and headed away from us, but he turned at the sound of his voice. “Yeah?”

      “Never wants to lend a hand. Do you have anything she can work on?”

      He huffed an amused breath as one of his charming smirks quirked the corner of his lips. “Yeah, I could use some help over here.”

      Internally, I still bristled a little at the idea of the two of them growing closer, but that was my own insecurity at work. I wanted them both in my life, and if there was going to be any chance of that happening, I had to give them the room to have their own friendship.

      Glancing down at Never, I cocked an inquisitive brow. “What do you say?”

      “Put me to work.”
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      That night, after the repairs were finished, and the ship was en route to Leo’s island home, I told Never what I knew. Both about the magic I’d used to bring her back and what sharing my power with her meant.

      Did it make her a god? Sort of. It granted her some of the same powers I had, though we wouldn’t know the full extent until she worked with them. That would take a while.

      I was also honest about the fact that she might be able to use her new abilities to leave the Nassa on her own. She was silent for a long time following that revelation.

      “I need to see my brother again, at least to check on him.” She shook her head. “Is there a limit to how many times you can—” she waved her hand in a small circle “—flash?”

      “Not really. It doesn’t use as much energy as you might think if you’re moving just you. Transporting someone with you is a different story.”

      “So, flashing Petra to the ship?”

      “It took a little out of me,” I confessed.

      Her blue eyes searched mine. Worry and hesitation bled through our connection as if it were my own.

      “What happens if I do leave? What happens to us?”

      That was the question I’d been dreading, but now that she’d said it aloud, there was really one answer. “I’ll wait.”

      She scoffed, albeit gently, and leaned back in her chair. “Right. I guess it’s not like you can go anywhere.”

      Why had I thought having this conversation at the table was a good idea? It put a frustrating amount of space between us when all I wanted was to gather her up in my arms and take her to bed.

      Oh, right, that was precisely the reason I’d chosen the table. We both needed enough space to have this discussion with clear heads.

      I leaned my elbows on the smooth wood, laced my fingers together, and leveled with her. “I would wait for you even if I wasn’t anchored to this place. No matter how long it took.”

      She cast a skeptical glance my way, but instead of hitting back with some snarky remark, she studied me. “You mean it.” It wasn’t a question, though the note of surprise in the statement stung a little.

      “I do.”

      “You realize how different we are, right? My life experience is a sliver of yours. An itty-bitty fraction of a fraction.”

      The woman wasn’t giving herself enough credit. “I’ve known beings who have been around millennia who haven’t lived as much as you have.”

      “I’m trying to be serious here, pirate.”

      “So am I. I don’t care how different we are. If I can find a way to go with you, I will. If I can’t, I’ll wait. Because you, Never Darling, are worth waiting for. I love the way you challenge me. I love that you push back when I push you. I even love that mouth of yours. I’m pretty sure it’s going to get you into a world of trouble over the years to come, and I want that trouble. I want everything.” I pushed away from the table, stood, and held out my hand. “But if that’s not what you want, tell me now.”

      She hesitated for a moment, finally putting her hand in mine with a teasing roll of her eyes. “Will I have to put up with more of these corny confessions?” She tried to ask it with a straight face, but the stubborn woman was fighting a losing battle with her smile as I pulled her to her feet.

      If that wasn’t enough to tell me what I needed to know, the intensity of the emotions pouring out of her left no doubt. She was letting me in, letting me feel everything she was feeling.

      The experience was as exhilarating as it was humbling.

      I trailed my fingers up her arm, over her shoulder, along her delicate collarbone, and finally around her neck. “What did I just say about that mouth?”

      She lifted her chin in a clear show of defiance. “That you love it.”

      A satisfied growl rumbled from my chest. That was the right answer, but she wasn’t getting off that easily. “I also said it would get you in trouble.”

      She rolled her bottom lip between her teeth, the first hint of amber glowing at the edge of her irises. “Come on, pirate. Show me what you’ve got.”
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