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      To mum, as always, it starts and ends with you.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        From the diary of B. Anheim:

      

    

    
      
        1. Eve

      

      
        2. Samuel

      

      
        3. Nestor

      

      
        4. Eve

      

      
        5. Eve

      

      
        6. Eve

      

      
        7. Reed

      

      
        8. Eve

      

      
        9. Eve

      

      
        10. Eve

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        Also by Serena Akeroyd

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From the diary of B. Anheim:

          

        

      

    

    
      The States, as always, seem to loathe me.

      I can never return without a thousand mosquito bites, food poisoning, or some variation of misery, which makes me wonder why I enjoy visiting the country so much. And without Avalina there—I always hate traveling without her but she had a conference in Newcastle that couldn’t be avoided—I’d fully anticipated loathing every minute of my time away, but I was pleasantly surprised.

      I never could resist Savannah, and that was the only reason I traveled without her. The city calls to me in ways I can’t describe. The vintage feel of the place sends shivers down my spine, even though I’ve had the pleasure of vacationing there several hundred times over my many years.

      This visit was no different, but there was a small twist. I happened upon Chance Gentry in the city. Unusual for him, he wasn’t knee-deep in peanuts at his farm, but he did offer me use of his boat. We visited Wassaw National Wildlife Refuge. It was a delight. We sailed through winding creeks, exploring parts that were difficult to access, even though most of the area is only visitable by boat anyway. It’s been a good ten years since last I saw Chance, but he remembers my endless curiosity, as well as my love of the sea.

      According to Chance, night camping is not allowed in the Refuge, and campfires are a no-no. So, imagine my surprise when I sensed one of my own despite the restrictions. We stayed overnight on the boat, anchoring down so we could go night fishing and get some rest before setting off once more in the morning, and I felt her throughout the night. She didn’t realize it, but she called to me. Her soul was trapped and screamed for aid into the early light of dawn.

      Avalina and I have restricted the contact we have with those of our kind. Our connections are intentionally limited with Caelum for a reason. The majority of the faculty don’t know what we are, can never know, and the more interactions we have, the worse it could be. Personally, I’m tired of changing identities, and I have a good ten years left as Dr. Bartlett Anheim before I have to move on. However, as Chance and I meandered around the border islands the following morning, the brisk whip of the wind off the Atlantic making our cheeks ruddy from exposure, I couldn’t ignore the girl’s silent cry.

      I’m mad at myself for endangering our situation, but Merinda promised to remain quiet as to how she learned of the girl’s unique location. She’s never let me down before on the rare occasions I’ve called her in, and I can only hope she doesn’t this time. If she does reveal the truth, Avalina and I can pack up and leave, and we’ll have to start over again, but I’ll be angry at the unnecessary waste of time and effort I’ve put into this persona so far.

      These bones are getting older, even though I’m loath to admit it, and the notion of starting again is beyond wearisome. This is the final incarnation, but that doesn’t mean our time is up.

      Still, the girl was unique enough, her desperation solid enough, to make me pick up the phone. Merry’s a good sort, and I can only hope she doesn’t let me or the girl down. It’s in God’s hands now.
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      I felt punch drunk, and for someone who’d never even been drunk the regular way, that definitely came out of nowhere.

      My head felt light, whereas my body felt heavy. My eyes ached from the minute light shining from onboard the yacht—our destination—and my ears whooshed with the sound of the sea rushing past us.

      The wind was bracing, and even though it was a warm night, the crisp breeze was enough to make me cold. Of the many things my body was currently enduring, that was probably the nicest of them all. The chilly sensation was enough to prevent me from vomiting over the side of the small vessel that was cruising at indecent speeds.

      My entire life, I’d been in two automated vehicles, the boats at the compound had used oars to get around and while I far preferred those, I was coming to understand I didn’t like anything that moved this quickly. At all. Bodies weren’t made for moving at this speed. We were supposed to keep things, at most, around a fast sprint. Even that was only in a panic, and I begrudged every second of having to do anything other than meander at a walking pace.

      Sucking down the cold air, focusing on trying not to pass out once more, I nestled into the warmth at my back that I registered as Eren just from the bone-deep comfort I felt by being in his arms, and didn’t even bother listening to the conversation going on around me. I should have though, since it was about my situation—well, our situation.

      I was no longer a single entity.

      There were eight of me.

      That made me sound like that odd science experiment from the nineties that I’d read about a few days ago, where Dolly the sheep was cloned, but no mad scientists had forged this bond between myself and the six males I’d Chosen. At least, I didn’t think so. Considering Caelum, the place we’d just escaped, was over a hundred years old, I figured people like us had been around for quite a while without modern science getting involved.

      Ugh.

      Caelum.

      With a shaky hand, I rubbed my temple and turned to look back at the island we’d just escaped from. The Academy sat on the top of a cliff, overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. Even from this distance, I could see the lights from the building, and the place that had been a haven for the men at my side was rapidly getting smaller and smaller.

      Guilt. It hit me like a wrecking ball to the belly.

      “Hush,” Eren murmured in my ear, making me tense and then relax when he distracted me from my consuming thoughts. “We’re here because we want to be.”

      My brow puckered. “How could you want to be here? Running away from a life you established long before me, and from a home you made when you were children?”

      “Purposes change,” was all he said, like that made sense.

      Brow puckering further, I blurted out, “I don’t get it.”

      “You don’t have to,” he countered with a chuckle, which should have irritated me but didn’t. Instead, it made it easier to settle into his embrace and let him hug me harder.

      There was something about Eren’s hugs that always made me feel safe and comforted. It was like he was telling me with his body he would never let me go, that I would always find a haven in his arms. It made me feel honored and privileged that I could inspire such feelings in a man like him. He was good people, some of the best, but then the men I’d Chosen as my own were the same.

      Even Dre.

      Although, there was no denying that sometimes he could be a douche, which was what Stefan sometimes called him.

      Speaking of Stefan, I peered over at him and saw him watching me. He was lounging on the bank of seats at the back of the speedboat, whereas I was on Eren’s lap, perched on the swivel seat beside the driver—did drivers drive boats? All the men had taken a seat the second the small boat had hit full speed once we’d made it offshore, but some were on the floor and some weren’t. The vessel wasn’t large enough for all of us, not really. All my Chosen were large guys, each of them warriors, so it was a tight fit.

      “What?” I asked Stefan softly, too softly to be heard over the arguing, and yet, they all stopped talking at the one word I uttered.

      Beside me, the driver of the boat shot me a look. We were talking in a foreign language to him—at least, if he wasn’t a creature, we were—and his shoulders hunched as he turned his focus back to the yacht waiting for us.

      “Look at your arms,” Stefan prompted. There was barely any light on board, but we had excellent night vision, and I took advantage of it to raise my arms and do as bid. The second I did, my eyes widened in bewilderment.

      “I have tattoos!” I exclaimed, twisting my forearms this way and that in an attempt to look at the incredibly detailed artwork on my skin. “When did this happen?”

      Dre’s voice was a low rumble. “I think when we crossed the portal.”

      I blinked at him. We crossed? Had he carried me over the gateway to Caelum? We were mates, so I wasn’t sure why I was surprised, but I was. Dre was an odd one, and even though I’d Chosen him, or, to be more accurate, the souls inside me had, that didn’t mean I understood him any more than I had before I’d made him mine.

      “What do they mean?” I inquired, my gaze on his for a flash before I stared at the intricate leaves and branches on my arm. They appeared to be made up of letters that had me tilting my head to try and understand them.

      “We’re not sure.”

      “Is that why you’re arguing?” I questioned, shooting each of the men a look. I was almost amused at the sheepish responses I earned. From ducked heads, shifty eyes, and shuffling feet, they all displayed their unease.

      “We’re trying to figure out what the next move should be,” Stefan answered. “That’s why we’re discussing the situation.”

      “Discussing.” I snorted. “Yeah. Right. What’s to discuss? Shouldn’t we be trying to stay underground?” I was proud of myself for knowing what that meant. Prior to Caelum, I’d have thought that was the equivalent of being buried alive.

      “That was the original plan,” Reed stated, his Australian accent making the hairs at the back of my neck stand up. Gosh, his low, raspy voice was more delightful to my senses than a large ice cream sundae.

      Better for my hips too.

      “What’s the new plan?” I asked, discerning that the original plan was now out of the picture. “Or are you still discussing it?”

      Reed ran a hand over the back of his neck. “Discussions are still underway.”

      I tilted my head back to look at Eren and saw he was watching me. He made me feel like I’d hung the sun and the moon in the sky. It might have been overwhelming to some, but with me, he managed to make me feel instantly secure. “What happened?” I inquired, trying to piece together tonight’s events.

      Apparently sensing I was letting them off the hook, which I was, the others returned to their conversation as I focused on my Lorelei mate.

      “I remember feeling strange,” I admitted. “I also remember Stefan and me making out on the bed, then nothing until you came in and sang to me.”

      His cheeks turned pink at my words—that was usually my reaction to anything regarding the rubbing together of two bodies—and his olive skin looked all the more lustrous for it. Like rose gold my fingers wanted to stroke.

      Huh.

      He was my Chosen.

      Why shouldn’t I stroke him?

      I reached up, traced my fingers over his blush, and smiled when the heat transferred from there to his eyes. As those amber orbs glittered into mine, he reached up and trapped my hand under his. “We were drugged. En masse.”

      My fingers ceased their tracing. Heck, every part of me froze. “By who?”

      He shrugged. “No way of knowing. We got out of there the instant we were conscious.” He released an irritated breath. “Had to be someone with access to the kitchen—”

      “Which is everyone,” I interjected with a snort. “Goodness, everyone is in and out of there at their stomach’s demand.”

      Eren winced. “True. It’s not a student. The gates were wide open, and you know they’re only open if it’s time for graduation or induction.”

      I’d never seen anyone graduate, but I’d gone through the induction and the gates had been open for that, so I took his word for it.

      “Someone betrayed Caelum?” I whispered, my voice breaking at the thought.

      So many people lived there, depended on the Academy, and someone from inside its bosom was a traitor.

      “We should be there—helping out,” I stated after a second.

      “No. It was the perfect time to leave,” he instantly countered. “If Caelum has been compromised, you’re in danger there. Not only that, but we could leave unseen amid the chaos.”

      “What if they blame us? It’s a weird time to leave. It looks odd.”

      “With your powers, we can’t go back there anyway. If they blame us, they’re shortsighted and need to investigate these situations better.” His eyes narrowed. “Do you remember what happened after I sang to you?”

      I tried to think back but it was pointless. My brain felt as though it had been blended, like one of Stefan’s protein shakes. “No.”

      “There were nearly two dozen helicopters heading our way, Eve. They were in McAllister colors.”

      “McAllister? The nest?” I squeaked, then I wondered out loud, “How can a nest have colors?”

      He sighed. “Of all the things you focus on, that’s one of them?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t know they had colors.”

      “Well, they do. They also have their version of a crest. Most Ghouls, even the grunts, the pecus, have one. They usually wear them on rings.”

      “There’s still so much I don’t know about Ghouls,” I said uneasily.

      “We’re here for that. You’re not on your own, Eve.”

      “Thank God.” I brushed his cheek again, and though my fingers were still held captive by his, I wanted the connection. He seemed to sense that, because he dropped his head forward until my forehead touched his. As our breath mingled, I whispered, “We almost died tonight.”

      He swallowed. “Yes.”

      “You saved us, didn’t you?”

      There was a starkness in his eyes that hurt something inside me. “It seemed like I was one of the only ones to be least affected by the drugs.”

      “Why?”

      “After my parents died and I moved into my sister’s home, I had bad nightmares and I rarely slept. They used to drug me.” He blew out a breath, which was scented of the licorice he favored. “It worked for a while, but my souls seemed to burn through it.”

      “They tried so many drugs on you that you grew tolerant of them?” I knew my voice was a high-pitched squeak, but I couldn’t control my bewilderment.

      “The little I slept, those hours were plagued with nightmares that had me screaming down the house.” He swallowed thickly. “I’m sure they felt like they had no other option.”

      No other option?

      I’d show them an option.

      Who did that? Who drugged a child with medication so strong that, as an adult, whatever the traitor had used to knock us out wouldn’t affect him?

      It didn’t even matter that I should have been grateful for his tolerance. We were only alive because of it, but I hurt for him, so damn much that I felt like crying.

      Out of nowhere, he tutted and murmured, “Don’t cry, Eve. There’s no need. It was a very difficult time, but I made it through.”

      Difficult? His parents had died in the rubble of his home, which had been torn apart thanks to a blast by terrorists. He’d been buried alive for days, only to survive and be treated like some kind of animal. For the first time in my life, I knew I could do someone harm, especially to someone who’d hurt one of my Chosen. Premeditated harm. Until now, any acts of violence I’d perpetrated had been undertaken in anger.

      His sister? I could easily pluck out her eyes with a smile.

      My jaw clenched, but I worked through my anger as I asked, “How did you know that all of you making the same wish would work?”

      He shrugged. “I didn’t. It was wishful thinking.”

      I groaned and, with my free hand, slapped him on the chest. “That’s going to get old fast.” When he snickered, my lips curved. I far preferred to see him like that than somber with the harsh memories of his childhood.

      Most of my Chosen had traumatic pasts and moving on from that was going to be difficult when, with every memory they shared with me, I felt like doing those people some damage.

      “Let’s just be grateful it did work, yeah?” Dre mumbled, and I realized the guys were eavesdropping.

      Reed shook his head. “I’m never going to be ungrateful about that, but it has to mean something. Nothing happens without a purpose—”

      “Look, keeping her safe has to be our priority,” Nestor growled, and I realized what they were fighting over.

      Some wanted to protect me, while others knew there was a bigger picture. An underlying situation we were hurtling toward without even knowing it.

      From the day I’d been found by whoever had informed Caelum of my existence, to this exact moment, we’d been on a journey. Where that end destination was, I couldn’t say, but there was a reason I had six mates, a reason why I could grant wishes, and that those six Chosen and Samuel had just learned they could make something happen, instantaneously, if they made a wish together.

      I didn’t have those abilities so I could waste them by staying hidden somewhere, didn’t have six mates just because I was destined to be very busy at night. Nor were my arms covered in tattoos that were formed of words that didn’t mean something… Everything was happening for a reason. That reason was just unknown to us.

      “I understand your instinct is to keep me safe, Nestor.” I cut a look at Stefan and Frazer, figuring those two would be down with wanting to keep me protected. So protected that, like a flower in a glass dome, I’d wither and die from their defense at some point. “But we need to find out what this means.”

      “How do we do that?” he snapped, edging forward on the banquette and wincing as he did. He was still recuperating from a beating and having his throat slashed open—that he was sitting and griping at me at all was a huge luxury.

      “How about we Google it?”

      Samuel snorted, and I shot him a look. There was genuine amusement on his face, not that sneer I’d grown accustomed to seeing. He was Pack, not a Chosen, but I had a feeling that was a time sensitive issue. How could six of the males here be my mates while he was left out in the cold?

      No. Surely not. I refused to believe that life could be so unfair. How horrible would it be for him to be on the outside looking in forever? Goodness, if I had to figure out a way to Choose him manually, I’d go for it.

      “What?” I demanded, frowning at his laughter.

      “You’re just cute.” He shrugged, but his words had me gaping at him. Whatever I’d anticipated dropping from his mouth, it wasn’t that.

      With Eren having released my hand, I was free to reach up and nervously rub the side of my neck as unease flickered through me. Compliments from him and Dre were never going to sit well with me. Well, never was a long time… “Thank you, I guess?”

      The guys snickered—jerks—but Frazer turned to Samuel and asked, “You have an idea?”

      “Well, Eve isn’t wrong. We could use Google.” His grin revealed gleaming white teeth, but more than that, it exposed two dimples my pointer fingers longed to trace. “But with specifics.”

      “What specifics?” Stefan questioned.

      Samuel ignored him and clambered to his feet. We were going so fast that he stumbled before he braced himself by widening his stance. Two steps later, he was in front of me, hovering as though the wind and the speed of the boat weren’t affecting his equilibrium. “May I have a look at the markings?” he asked, then grimaced as I gaped at him. “I mean, the newer ones.”

      I had two on my palms that were representative of having Chosen Nestor and Dre, so I knew what he meant, but his tone was so beyond polite that I’d blinked up at him in surprise—I didn’t need the clarification. I’d known what he meant.

      Raising my arm, I prepared myself for his touch, but there was no preparing for something like that. Not really. The feel of his fingers on my skin had bumps traveling along the length, making me want to shiver in a way that had nothing to do with the stiff breeze I’d be glad to get out of—the yacht was deliciously close now.

      As he carefully turned my wrist and arm this way and that, I saw more of the ink and marveled at it. The words were tiny, but the leaves were beyond intricate. No human hand could ever have created such majesty. It wasn’t possible.

      Leaves and branches took up every inch of my flesh, and they intermittently pulsed with light. It was like I’d eaten one of those glow sticks I’d seen some of the students wearing around their necks as they danced at the campfire a few nights ago. Every now and then, a single leaf would glow, followed by the next one. After thirty seconds, it was easy to see there was a pattern. A rhythm to the pulsations.

      With all eyes on me—except the man steering the boat, thank Goodness—I should have felt uncomfortable. Instead, I felt cosseted.

      I wasn’t alone.

      That fact had never resonated more, and I’d never been more grateful for it.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Dre

      

      

      

      After Samuel’s intense study of Eve’s new ‘ink,’ we processed this newest oddity about the woman who’d crash-landed into our lives and traveled the rest of the way to the yacht in silence.

      It should have been impossible, getting seven guys to stay quiet for as long as we did, but Eve had reaped another miracle.

      I swore she couldn’t get much weirder if she tried.

      Not only had these tats appeared out of nowhere, now they were glowing? It was like something from Stranger Things, and even that would have been more normal than this.

      We remained silent as we prepared to climb from the dinghy to the larger vessel. When Reed hauled Eve into his arms to help her onto the yacht because she was still shaky, I couldn’t deny that even though she was a freak, I wanted her in my arms. The need to cling to her wasn’t something I was used to. I didn’t cling to women. Didn’t need to or want to. But Eve? Even though everything about her rubbed me the wrong way, I wanted to hold her and not let go.

      We’d almost died tonight—she’d said it herself.

      We’d almost died, and she hadn’t Claimed me. Sure, she’d Chosen me, but the Claiming? That was still a missing piece, and I felt the loss deep in my being. I wasn’t sure what it meant, wasn’t sure why the need to hold her was there when, up until now, I’d have preferred to be anywhere but in the same room with her, but it was an intrinsic ache I knew wasn’t about to leave the building.

      Not that we were on solid ground anymore. The yacht might have made a Russian oligarch get a hard-on, but it definitely wasn’t on terra firma.

      Jesus, how much money did these pricks have if they could afford something like this? Whether they owned it or rented it, it had to cost a small fucking fortune.

      We’d always disliked Frazer, Reed, and Samuel’s Pack. Mostly because we’d always thought they were pricks who’d grown up with silver spoons wedged firmly between their ass cheeks, so it figured that we weren’t wrong on that score. Still, I had to admit that having them on our side felt good.

      Eve was too random, too loaded with anomalies for the four of us in my Pack to handle. Joining forces with the strongest guys in Caelum, after my Pack’s, was just an extra comfort. And it really helped that they had a very deep checking account.

      The decking beneath my feet was solid wood, and it gleamed as though the sun didn’t burnish it every damn moment of the day. I didn’t know the words for describing a boat, but we climbed on board at the back, and were guided by a waiting member of the crew to the pointy end at the front. As we moved down the side of the vessel, it was like an outer hallway that allowed us to peek in through the windows.

      We saw a gleaming kitchen that, though small, appeared industrial and like some hotshot meals were prepared there. As we made it down the corridor, we came to a lounge area that was both half in and half outside. One wall was opened up to the sea itself, but there was shit in there that could get wet if it rained. A furry rug, and armchairs and shit. Even the rich got rained on, but apparently, they didn’t give a fuck if their crap was ruined.

      On the deck, there was expensive modern furniture that was made for lounging and chilling out during the long days at sea. From leather chaises with gleaming chrome frames that invited you to sunbathe on, to squashy outdoor sofas that were made for sleeping as the sun set. A hot tub was on one side of the deck—because with all this water around the yacht, you needed something hot—and there was a dining table, complete with ten chairs, to one side that was loaded down with food.

      Having been stuck in a cave all fucking day, with Stefan’s stash not filling a hole in our bellies—because even though he was a hoarder, that SOB couldn’t hoard enough food for seven men who ate as much as we did—I was goddamn starving.

      We were all on the same page now. Well, maybe everyone, except for Eve who still looked green around the gills. I wasn’t sure if that was down to being drugged, her experience when she’d crossed the portal, traveling on a speedboat, or coming onto the yacht. I had a feeling she was going to get seasick, mostly because I figured she’d never been out at sea before now, and who didn’t feel queasy when you were at one with the ocean’s rhythm? Of course, this expensive yacht wasn’t being tossed around, still, to Eve’s sensitive equilibrium, I figured we might as well have been on the set of A Perfect Storm.

      Better that than the Titanic.

      Because, yeah, that really would have cemented our luck.

      On the table, the sandwiches were loaded with fillings, and tasted so fucking fine that no one spoke a word as we dove into the food. It went unspoken that we’d take a moment to just eat, to get our strength back before diving headfirst into the cluster of shit heading our way.

      And with food this good? Getting my strength back had never tasted so fine.

      There were snacks like nuts and chips with dip, as well as fresh and dried fruit to munch on. Eve didn’t eat as much as us, but she dipped the pita chips into some hummus and managed to take a few bites of watermelon. I was glad she also had some Greek yogurt with honey because I figured it meant she wasn’t too queasy and was trying to line her stomach.

      When we’d finished the feast, our respite was over, and the second Eren took the last bite of his sandwich, Samuel stated, “There’s not a single word I recognize on her markings. Not a single one.”

      Five words that felt like a jab to the throat.

      Stefan scowled. “And you know every language known to man?”

      Samuel shook his head. “Of course not, but I have a knack for languages. Computer or otherwise.”

      “Ever heard of Malbolge?” Frazer questioned, as he reached for his bottle of beer.

      “No.” That came from most of my Pack, but Eren rubbed his chin, and mused, “Coding language, yeah? Mindfuck in coding form?”

      Samuel nodded. “It’s—” He pulled a face. “Difficult to work with.”

      Stefan frowned. “So?”

      “I write programs in it.” His smile was tight. “For fun.”

      “That’s pretty extreme,” Eren blurted out, his eyes wide, evidently impressed by Samuel’s claim.

      “Yeah. It’s just something I can do. Languages and numbers.” He shrugged. “It’s a Vampire thing.”

      Was that true? I’d never heard anything like that before, but then again, each creature had traits that were unique and also secret to them. Shit that was pretty much a part of our bro code, things we didn’t learn until our souls finally settled on one creature, and we were going through the motions of dominating the fuck out of the others.

      It was well known, for example, that Weres had insane sex drives. What wasn’t known? Throw in the Were giving a bite so deep it bled, and it was game over for us in the form of knotting.

      Yup.

      Like a fucking dog with a bitch in heat.

      Sex + blood = a Were and his woman of choice being stuck together for a good two hours.

      That was shit you didn’t want other creatures to know because it could be used against you, so learning that Vamps had mad skills with two seemingly contradictory aspects of life—words and numbers—didn’t come as much of a surprise as it should have.

      Reaching up to run a hand through my hair as I processed what this meant for us, I eventually mumbled, “So, it’s ancient, then.”

      “Yeah.” Samuel tipped his chin. “I’m thinking so. Esoteric, old…” His eyes spaced out like he was thinking and not looking at anything in particular. “So, we need someone to translate. Someone who wouldn’t ask questions, and wouldn’t freak the fuck out at the idea of a tattoo appearing from out of nowhere.”

      Stefan, ever grounded, snorted. “Yeah, because that won’t be hard to find.”

      “It depends,” Reed retorted, his eyes snapping with his Hell Hound’s temper at Stefan’s snark. “Humans know shit about us, but there are still people who believe in witches and fairies. Christ, Satanists and—”

      Samuel clicked his fingers. “Someone who studies the occult. Maybe a professor? They’d probably be psyched to see something like this. Maybe they’d recognize the language if it’s ancient. Some kind of, I don’t know… parapsychology unit, if that’s even a thing?” He reached for his cell phone—his was the only one we hadn’t left back at Caelum because he had his own SIM card and the cell was his, not the Academy’s—and began tapping on the screen. “Well, apparently parapsychology is a thing.”

      “Of course. Haven’t you seen Ghostbusters?” Eve stated.

      Even I had to laugh at that one.

      Nestor grabbed Eve’s hand and squeezed. “That wasn’t real, meu amor,” he teased, but she stuck her tongue out at him.

      “I know. I learned that on day one at Caelum when that alien burst out of that woman’s belly.” She rolled her eyes, and the others snickered around me. I’d been unconscious when Eve arrived, so I didn’t get to share in the joke, but from the way my brothers were hooting and Eve was a mixture of pink from amusement and mortification, I guess it had to be a doozy.

      Samuel was the only one not smiling, and not because he was a jerk, but because he was reading. He’d made space by stacking his dish on top of Reed’s and was looking down at his extra-wide screen phone. I’d seen that shit on my newsfeed earlier this year at a developer’s conference. How the hell he had his hands on that tech before it went live, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. Still, it had the extra advantage of being wide enough that I could see what he was doing.

      He’d leap-frogged from a search on parapsychology units at universities in the Northern hemisphere—why not the South, I didn’t know—and was now cross-referencing for occult departments.

      “We’re near the African coast,” I pointed out. “You know they have witch doctors and shit. Maybe they’d know?”

      Eren shook his head. “Wrong religious tree.” When I blinked at him, he huffed. “Did you listen to nothing in RE?”

      “I heard that it’s all bullshit and that’s all I needed.” I’d loathed Religious Education and had been grateful we only had one class a week for a year, right at the beginning when we were inducted. It was considered some of the least scary shit we had to learn, so we studied it early on.

      “Then you weren’t listening right,” Nestor retorted with an eye-roll. “Dumbass,” he muttered under his breath.

      Eren smirked at me before saying, “If you’d listened, you’d know tongues is what the apostles spoke.”

      “I knew that!” Eve piped up. “I even asked Merry if that was the same language.” She frowned. “She said no.”

      “Religion, as humans know it, as you were taught it and me as well as Nestor and Dre, is different than the reality,” Eren explained, while fiddling with some crumbs on the tabletop in front of him. “There’s a basis of truth to every lore and legend.”

      “And what’s that basis here?” Eve inquired, and as I stared at her, I saw the drooping of her eyelids and knew she was fighting to stay awake. Had the food made her sleepy? If this conversation wasn’t important, I’d have said it was time for us all to crash into bed, but we needed to figure out our next move. Frazer, Reed, and Stefan were being stubborn fucks, thinking we needed to keep her sheltered when that was evidently not going to work.

      Shit had brought us to this moment in time, and shit would carry on happening until Eve had fulfilled her destiny.

      That sounded heavy as fuck, but dammit, this was heavy. This was beyond a messed-up situation.

      With Eve awake and involved in this conversation, we had more chance of steaming ahead toward a plan that wouldn’t see Reed, Frazer, and Stefan inadvertently killing our woman with kindness. She wouldn’t let them stick her in a protective bubble—and that they didn’t realize that made them total dumbasses.

      “Some say the prophets weren’t human, weren’t sons of God or messengers, but creatures,” Eren continued, after a brief moment of silence.

      Her mouth dropped open at that. “You’re saying Jesus might have been a Vampire?” She winced. “Or, I mean, a Hell Hound or whatever?”

      Eren’s lips twitched. “Sacrilegious, no?”

      “Yes!” she snapped, and that was definitely her background leaping to the fore.

      “It’s a theory. A working one. There are a lot of creature historians and theologians who discuss the theory and who make quite decent arguments.” He pointed to her arms. “What if that’s the language the prophets spoke?”

      “It’s not Aramaic. I’d have recognized the symbols.”

      I wasn’t the only one gaping at her, and she shrugged. “I helped teach the class at the compound.”

      “You learned Aramaic in your cult?” Reed sputtered.

      “It was a religious cult, Reed. What else would they spout if not religious doctrine?” Samuel pointed out absentmindedly, his focus elsewhere. Then, he paused in his search and frowned at her. “You’re right, though. Aramaic… there are three forms, and they’re all subcategorized.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I grumbled.

      “Aramaic is so old that there’s the old version, the middle version, and the modern version,” Eve explained, apparently understanding where Samuel was going. “And then there are subsections, like East and West varieties.”

      Samuel nodded. “What if Eve’s ink is tongues, but an older version?”

      “Doesn’t that make it harder to find? And doesn’t that mean we should also narrow down the search to creature historians and theologians?” Nestor countered.

      “In a perfect world, if we weren’t evading Caelum, then yes,” Samuel said, his tone succinct. “This isn’t a perfect world. Instead, we have to rely on humans, and hope that someone, somewhere, has come across a similar language.”

      “That could take years to find,” I groaned, feeling exhausted already at the prospect of hunting down someone who might understand a language that was last used by Jesus.

      “That’s time we don’t have,” Eren stated grimly.

      “You don’t know that,” Reed retorted, evidently hoping that his plan to keep Eve in a nuclear bunker was on the cards again. Okay, mild exaggeration. But those three were a second away from making such a stupid suggestion. I felt it in my gut, and I just hoped they kept their mouths shut.

      “I do,” Eren argued. “Look at her, Reed.”

      We all did, and Eve didn’t even flinch at the surge of attention aimed her way. She looked more tired than before, and the light that pulsed on her body was blinking more than ever. It reminded me of a game I played on my phone, where you had to remember a pattern and follow that pattern blindly.

      “What is it?” Eve slurred, and as we watched, she slumped in her seat as her eyes rolled back in her head. When she started seizing, we all froze for a second. I’d never been more grateful for a Vamp’s speed, though, because Samuel was there in the blink of an eye. His rapid movement actually stirred us all into jerking upright, but we were useless. Samuel wasn’t. As our woman began to convulse, he grabbed her and carefully laid her out on the ground, shoving the chairs out of the way so she could lie in a free and clear space. Her back arched, her body turned rigid, and the leaves began to glow and flash like they were strobe lights—then red spit began to froth at her mouth.

      What the hell?

      I watched Samuel check his watch. His hands were careful as he hauled his sweater over his head and, shaping it into a ball, pressed it behind her head. His hands hovered over her as though he wanted to touch her but knew he couldn’t.

      Around her, keeping the same few feet between us as Samuel had maintained, we all dropped to our knees.

      It could have been thirty seconds or thirty minutes, but I felt the passage of time like I never had before. I’d just wasted a day in a cave, and at some points, it had felt like the minute hand was ticking backward rather than forward, but now? It was on hyper speed. It scared the shit out of me because, once again, Eve was throwing us into the unknown.

      Finally, she stopped convulsing and with it, her new ink stopped glowing.

      As Samuel released a shaky breath loaded with relief, he checked his watch and whispered, “Eighty seconds. Shit, that was a long one.”

      Frazer cleared his throat. “Sammy’s sister has epilepsy,” he explained, and we watched as the Vampire pressed his ear to Eve’s mouth. His relief was evident when he shuddered, then reaching for her right arm, he elevated it and pressed her hand to her left shoulder. Raising her right leg so her knee was bent, he used that to tilt her onto her left side.

      Eren’s voice was tight as he bit off, “Still think we have time to kill?”

      The seven of us shot each other uneasy glances. He was right. Whatever the ink meant, whatever purpose it served, it wasn’t about to let us waste time, and it definitely wasn’t going to let us hide Eve.

      Not without Eve paying the consequences.
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      “She okay?”

      I shot Stefan a look. “She’s still sleeping.”

      His nostrils flared, and I had my own private show of Stefan’s temper surging to life. He was pretty controlled most of the time, but most knew that the hotheads were the Hell Hounds, the Incubi, and Succubi. They naturally ran hot. Okay, that was a generalization. Most of us ran hot, but those souls were renowned for their tempers.

      “The drugs?” Samuel asked.

      I’d had this conversation with every single one of Eve’s Chosen. Well, Samuel wasn’t technically a Chosen yet, but he would be. We were all tied together in a way that someone somewhere might understand, except us, naturally. It didn't make sense for Samuel to be the final creature in Eve’s coterie, and for him not to be her Chosen.

      “Maybe. But it drained out of our systems two days ago.” She’d been unconscious for four fucking days. Four. I wasn’t the only one going crazy with worry. “I don’t see why it wouldn’t do the same with hers.”

      “We’re bigger than her,” he said, just as all the others had.

      “I know,” I replied impatiently. “What I don’t know is why she’s still sleeping, Stefan. We just have to figure out our next move and hope she’s awake for it.”

      His eyes flashed with concern, but he nodded, and with his arm in the doorway to the stateroom where Eve was sleeping, he launched himself backward so he could take off and retreat to the deck, which was our battle command.

      A pretty fine one too.

      The stateroom had a huge queen-sized bed that Eve took up a sliver of. It was covered in silky fabrics that she didn’t even snuggle into. She just laid there like some kind of weird Sleeping Beauty. It was creepy and terrifying at the same time.

      Silver cabinets gleamed on either side of the bed, picking up the reflections of her glowing ink and sending little light displays into the moldings that reminded me of the sun’s rays on the surface of a pool.

      At the foot, there was a sofa, and that was pretty much where I’d been sitting for as long as she’d been out. I slept with her but sat here when I was awake because lying next to her was an act of torture. I wanted to haul her into my arms and warm her with my body, but when I tried, she just lay there like a corpse and it was freaking me the hell out. She wasn’t cold to the touch, and her chest moved up and down slightly, but those were the only indications she was sleeping.

      She didn’t even snore, for God’s sake. That would have been beyond reassuring.

      She hadn’t needed cleaning up yet either—in four days, she’d yet to have need of the toilet… It truly was like I’d fallen into some surreal Snow White retelling and we were the seven dwarves, except they hadn’t been the ones to wake her up, Prince Charming had, and no way was another dude going near my gal.

      Fuck, who was I kidding?

      If he could wake her up, then I’d try not to castrate him, but that was all I could promise.

      With my ass on the dusky pink sofa, my feet in a cream sheepskin rug, and my body surrounded by girly, mirrored furniture that showed me how shitty I looked after hardly any sleep for four days, I was starting to get cabin fever.

      I’d self-appointed myself as her guardian while she rested, but it was starting to get to me. The fear and the concern were working their insidious path inside me, and I knew if I didn’t take a break soon, I could potentially crack.

      Arms braced on my knees, back bowed and shoulders hunched, I studied Eve’s quiet and restful features for so long, I wasn’t sure how much time had passed between Stefan disappearing and my phone buzzing.

      Blinking, I reached for the new cell Samuel had given me the other day, and studied the text.

      Samuel: Can you take a picture of Eve’s arm?

      I frowned and texted back: Why?

      Samuel: Please?

      My eyes narrowed, but I saw no harm in doing as he asked. Not that I’d hand it over without a fight.

      Getting to my feet, I stared down at the woman who’d Chosen me, tried to ignore the fact I wanted to bawl terrified tears like a kid, and took a picture of her arm that was laying neatly on top of the comforter.

      The dove gray sheets complimented her alabaster skin, and the contrast between her pale flesh and the glowing ink was all the more confusing. I’d never seen a tattoo like it. It was almost like henna, but as intricate as henna could be, I’d never seen this level of fine detailing on a henna tattoo. And yes, I knew what I meant by that. Henna was beyond detailed, but nothing like Eve’s tattoos.

      I raised her arm, discomforted as always by how limp and lax it was. If I picked it up, didn’t hold it, it would fall back down instantly. Bridging my fingers with hers to cover the mark on her palm, I snapped a shot of the underside of her arm, then took two more of the sides. I squeezed her hand then carefully laid it back down on the bed. Dipping over her, I pressed a kiss to her forehead and whispered, “I’ll be back soon, habibati.”

      No reaction.

      Naturally.

      Retreating from the stateroom, I headed for the deck. When I heard arguing, it didn’t come as a surprise, but when I called out, “What’s going on?” Everyone settled down.

      It was as plain as the nose on my face that without Eve as the glue, the two Packs were going to eat each other alive.

      With her at the forefront of our minds, it should have eased the agitation running between us, but it didn’t. If anything, the stress seemed to exacerbate the fact that until her, we’d been enemies.

      That whole frenemy stuff was fading with every moment we stressed over Eve and with every moment she remained asleep.

      “I think I’ve figured out who to talk to,” Samuel declared, giving me a clue as to why he wanted the pictures.

      My eyes flashed with interest and I headed toward the dining table where there was some food laid out. “Tell me more,” I demanded, and kept my eyes trained on him as he seemed to contemplate his words.

      Of my brothers, I was the most rational, and because of that, I didn’t dislike Samuel, whereas his cool logical and robotic nature were always going to rub Dre and Stefan the wrong way. Nestor was a bit of a scientist. In another life, I’m sure he’d have studied biology or geology or something, what with his fascination for nature documentaries and for reading anything to do with Earth. For that reason, I thought Samuel didn’t grate on him either, but my other brothers were too irate to appreciate a man who remained cold and aloof under intense pressure.

      Samuel’s eyes were tired, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he hadn’t slept either since Eve’s seizure. “There are very few credible parapsychology units in the world,” he rasped, lumbering over to me with a lack of grace that spoke of fatigue. Vampires were grace itself, so this was yet more confirmation that he hadn’t rested in a while. “The best is in Edinburgh.”

      “So, that’s where we’re heading?” I knew we’d been traveling toward the Northern hemisphere, but with no aim in mind until we finalized a plan of some sort. It was going to take us fourteen days just to hit the lower half of the Mediterranean, so it wasn’t like we were in any rush.

      “No.” Samuel poured himself some orange juice and took a deep sip. “I looked into the professors—”

      “By looked, he means hacked,” Stefan interrupted, but he sounded more amused than irritated. I shot him a look and saw that he had his feet in the hot tub with the bubbles off. As a creature of the sun, this yacht should have been his ideal getaway, but with Eve incapacitated? No. He looked inches away from setting fire to something. In his hands, he had a block of soap and was whittling it down with one of the dinner knives—something he only ever did when he was nervous.

      I empathized, but while I was glad he was doing something with his hands, his easy access to something he could hurl at Samuel put me on edge.

      Samuel was the only one of us who seemed to be proactive here—yes, I knew how ironic that was considering he wasn’t even one of Eve’s Chosen. Stabbing him would be the exact opposite of proactive.

      “You can’t hack ‘someone,’” Nestor pointed out drolly, as he grabbed a banana from the table.

      “Well, he hacked their lives, didn’t he?”

      Samuel grunted. “Yes. I did. Several times, but I found very little that would indicate they’d be able to help us. Sure, they have a course within the psychology department, it just wasn’t what we needed.”

      “Okay. So, what’s the game plan then?”

      “University of Greenwich.”

      I blinked. “Never heard of it.”

      “It’s in London. Well, you’ve heard of Greenwich Mean Time, surely? It was the international measure of time back in the—” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Never mind. UoG is a public university, and they offer not only more units on parapsychology, but it’s headed by two very interesting people.”

      I’d bite. “Why are they interesting?”

      “They’re a husband and wife duo. The wife is a specialist in ancient languages. She made her name in that sphere before, about twenty years ago, changing careers and forming an interest in parapsychology. Her husband? He specializes in the occult and claims to have come across creatures that are capable of ‘opening their maw and eating a person’s soul.’” He shot me a look. “I’m figuring that’s where their interest in the parapsychology shit happened. They came across a Sin Eater.”

      “You’ve been in touch with them?”

      “Yes. They want pictures of the tattoos. That’s why I asked for them.”

      Because I found that to be reasonable, with a few flicks of my fingers, I sent the images to him. The instant his phone pinged, he abandoned the sandwich he’d been building and sent them to the couple who might know something about what was going down with Eve.

      “We’re going to be getting off the boat at Gibraltar. It’s British territory in Spain. One of my family’s private jets will be waiting for us there, and it will take us to London,” Frazer informed us.

      “They haven’t agreed to meet with us yet,” I pointed out.

      Samuel snorted. “They will. This is just a formality. How many kooks do you think they hear from on a weekly basis?” He pursed his lips in disapproval. “They have to have some sort of vetting process, and a manifestation on this scale? Throw in the language? They’re going to bite. Trust me.”

      His phone beeped and we all laughed.

      “From your lips to God’s ears,” Nestor said piously, but we were all buzzing, hoping it was the professors.

      Samuel nodded. “Would seem so. They agree to meet with us on the eighteenth.” He shot a look at Frazer. “The jet will be there, won’t it?”

      “Yes. I arranged it through Harry,” Frazer replied.

      When Samuel caught my quizzical glance, he shrugged. “My family doesn’t like to remember I’m still breathing. If I have to use the Stafford fleet, then I arrange it through a cousin who doesn’t hate my guts.”

      “Did they say anything else?” Dre addressed Samuel.

      “No. Just that they’d meet us.” He reached up and rubbed his chin. “Now we just need to figure out what the fuck is going on with Eve.”

      “Maybe whatever it is that’s fucking with her will lessen up now that we’ve figured out a game plan?” Dre’s tone was hesitant but hopeful, and as batshit crazy as it sounded, it kind of made sense.

      Her passing out and sleeping for days straight had certainly taken away any interest on Reed, Stefan, and Frazer’s parts to keep her locked up in bubble wrap for the rest of her life. Instead, we’d all focused on figuring out what was going down with her, shifting our focus from the future to the present.

      “We can only hope. Normally, I’d say that was insane, but she passed out when we started dithering. If there ever was a prompt to get a move on with things, that was it.” Samuel reached up and rubbed at his eyes. “Now that’s sorted, I’m going to get some sleep. Wake me if there are any developments.”

      As he shuffled off, his shoulders hunched despite his success in tracking down someone who might be able to help us, I watched him until he’d left the area, and asked, “Are we throwing all our eggs in one basket?”

      Reed shook his head. “Samuel never does that. He has two other parapsychology units lined up if these two professors don’t work out, but they’re not as perfect for our needs as the two in England. According to him, we’d be heading to Edinburgh next if they don’t work out, and then New Orleans. There’s someone there who’s an expert on spiritualism and Voodoo.” He shrugged. “The best bet of finding what that fucking language is, though, is through these professors.”

      Scraping a hand over my hair, I rested it at the back of my neck and rubbed the tension that had been there ever since Eve had her seizure. I was thankful she hadn’t had a second one, but the need to be with her was riding me hard. Sitting there, gawping at her day after day, wasn’t doing either of us any good, but being away from her was setting me on edge.

      After that night with the McAllister infiltration, after what Eve had done to me, my Lorelei was close to the surface, and he was not happy about not being Claimed. Especially when his Chosen was there. The soul, even though he was decades old, felt young. Like it was taking baby steps in a place that had recently been full of other creatures. I understood it was having growing pains, but it was ramping up my anxiety to previously unreached heights.

      “Go to her, brother,” Dre rasped, jerking me from my thoughts with a clap to my back. “We can’t do anything now except wait for her to awaken and reach Gibraltar. We’re going as fast as we can.”

      “Shouldn’t we hit land and try to fly?”

      “Maybe when she wakes up,” Frazer inserted, “but it depends. Do you really want her, after she’s been unconscious for so many days, to be stuck in a car as we drive across the desert to reach the nearest airport?” He grunted. “I know I’d prefer her to be comfortable here while she’s still so shaky.”

      Because I agreed to a certain point, I just nodded and got to my feet. I collected some food on a couple of plates, grabbed a few more dishes to cover what I’d gathered, then hauled a large bottle of water from the mini fridge that sat underneath the table.

      “You know where to find me,” I told them, and headed out without a backward glance.

      The nearer I was to Eve, the more my Lorelei seemed to calm down. It was weird to be tied to someone so intrinsically that the physical distance between you could agitate you. Having never experienced the like before, and not having spoken to that many Packs with Chosen, I didn’t know if it was normal or if it was another ‘perk’ to having an odd duck for a mate.

      I used my elbow to drop the doorknob and headed into the room. When I saw Samuel, I almost froze in shock. I hadn’t expected him to come here, hadn’t expected him to go anywhere other than another bedroom, but he was tucked in at her side, curled into her, and Eve?

      She’d curled into him.

      What the fuck?

      She’d moved. For the first time in four days, she’d moved?

      I was elated, but the Lorelei definitely wanted to sulk. Like a fucking kid.

      Sam’s eyes didn’t open when I moved deeper into the bedroom, and I carefully rested the snacks and food I’d grabbed to sustain me on the coffee table in front of the sofa. I took a seat, running my eyes over them both as I tried to see if there were any other changes in Eve’s status.

      She hadn’t moved an inch when I climbed into bed with her, so why was she now?

      Because she’d Chosen me already and hadn’t Chosen Samuel?

      It was a theory worthy of merit.

      Two opposite magnets would attract one another, but two positives? No.

      Eve and I were now definitely on the same pole, but she and Samuel weren’t.

      Because that made sense, even my Lorelei settled down. I disliked the childish outburst from it, but understood because, at its heart, the soul always felt what I did. It just turbocharged everything. Made everything seem a thousand times more powerful or, on the other end of the scale, weaker.

      Settling back into the sofa, I watched as my woman, and one of our Pack finally got some rest after a job well done. I hadn’t anticipated guarding two people this night, but it was a task I’d embrace with both hands.
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      There are some sleeps you just never want to wake up from. When the sheets and duvet are warm and cozy, when your body is in the most comfortable position, where even your temperature is just perfect. Those sleeps make stirring into wakefulness a huge inconvenience.

      That was my current status.

      I knew where I was.

      The second I’d formed some semblance of consciousness; I knew I was with Eve. I also knew I’d taken a huge liberty because nothing between us had indicated that she’d be okay with me sleeping with her. It wasn’t like I was a predator—not the sexual kind, anyway—and I had no intention of hurting her, but she didn’t know that, did she?

      Even as the thought crossed my mind and I knew I should climb out of bed, I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. Instead, I lost myself in my musings, nestled warmly in the haven we’d made.

      It wasn’t the first time I’d awoken with a woman in my arms, but Eve’s warm softness just seemed to merge into me. It was strange, but it was the reason I’d slept so well. I wasn’t as bad as Eren, whose reputation for not sleeping was rife in Caelum, but I did struggle to sleep most nights.

      I wasn’t like Eren who had a legitimate reason for not being able to sleep. Me? Not so much. Too much screen time, too much shit to do, and my brain never seemed to shut up.

      Though I never failed in my duty to Caelum, my duty to my Pack was more important to me. I spent a good few hours a day listening in on my parents, then I had the stocks I invested to handle. It was a peculiar talent of mine; one my father had harvested when I was a child.

      I could easily remember waking up on a Saturday morning and seeing him hiding behind the pink sheets of the Financial Times. He’d teasingly ask me which stocks I’d run if I had a hundred pounds and, using the various tidbits he’d taught me over the years, I’d make my selection.

      Only when, to him, I’d died, had I heard him tell my mother that my stock picks had been better than his. Every Saturday, with my hundred-pound ‘teaser’ investments, he’d place the money where I’d told him and had usually doubled or tripled his money.

      I thought it was the Vampire who was in control of that talent, if I was being honest. The hunter in the creature knew what to track, and because I was at ease with my instincts, together, we made a nice team.

      Due to that, when I was handed Frazer’s portfolio, it was a pleasure. Like playing Monopoly but for real. I had invested in real estate, some of it in Paris and Berlin, but most of it was in London because that was my home turf and I knew it better than anywhere else. Frazer couldn’t say the same about home turf, which was why I hadn’t purchased much in the States. He’d been secured in one of his family’s mansions as a child, protected against kidnappers, shielded from his own shadow, before being locked up in a mental health facility that made Alcatraz in its heyday look like the tourist hotspot it was now.

      However, because of these investments, when we arrived in the capital we’d be staying at one of our Pack’s many properties, and with the journey ahead of us, I was truly grateful for my gifts because it meant we had unlimited funds to play with, to facilitate the treasure hunt that had staked a claim on Eve.

      Eve… she was my version of the forbidden fruit.

      She was Pack, meaning she was mine, but there was more to it. More to her. It scared me and enticed me equally.

      My arm was around her waist, and I squeezed slightly in a farewell before I decided it was truly time to get up. When I did, though, she murmured in her sleep, “Samuel?”

      Eyes widening, I jerked upright. Eren was there in a flash, and I wasn’t even uncomfortable with the idea of him having seen me sleep. Instead, I was just focused on the first word Eve had spoken in far too long.

      A word that just happened to be my name.

      “Eve?” Eren almost barked, his tone harsh with his concern.

      I understood, truly I did. Eve was scaring the shit out of us all with this extended nap.

      A mumble escaped her, and she began thrashing under the covers. Her legs kicked out at mine, but it wasn’t like the fit from before. It was more like she was in the throes of a bad dream.

      I grabbed a hold of her and tried to tuck her back into my body. The second I did, she calmed down.

      Eren noticed it too and, with a frown, stated, “Why is she doing that?”

      “How the bloody hell would I know?” I grumbled. “I’m as in the dark as you.” Still, it made me feel good that some part of her was connected to me.

      Not having received a mark from her, not having been Chosen, made me feel quite shitty.

      The second Reed had told me about his mark, I’d known I needed to keep her away from us and maintain some distance, otherwise it would be impossible for them to ever talk. I’d intimidated her at first in the hopes of turning the faculty’s big nose out of our business, and it had worked when she’d started beating the shit out of me in the gym.

      No one, until the final two weeks or so, would have thought there was any love lost between her and my Pack.

      “Do you think if we ducked her under cold water in the shower then you let go of her, she’d wake up?”

      “Sounds like something from Takeshi’s Castle,” I mumbled, but the idea held some merit.

      “What’s that?”

      “A Japanese game show where they did weird shit to the contestants.” I squinted at him. “She might just fall instead.”

      “You can catch her,” he retorted. “I’m not saying we need her to break a leg for her to wake up.”

      I had to hide a smile at his huffed reply. “No. Sorry. You’re right.”

      He nodded firmly, then mumbled, “Well, go on then. You’ll have to carry her out or she’ll start thrashing again.”

      Getting the feeling he wasn’t happy about that, I had to admit I understood. It was as hard for me not being Chosen as it was for him being Chosen but not Claimed. Most of the Pack were in a similar state, and we really needed Eve to start Claiming us and forcing our souls to settle upon the dominant creature in our beings.

      We didn’t have time for her to remain unconscious, not when we had a plan in place I was ninety-five percent certain would work, and when we could purposefully use the time spent traveling toward said plan by helping her with her souls, training her to be more at ease with them and to understanding the minutiae that came with each creature.

      It was awkward climbing out of bed with her held close to me. Harder still to haul her upright and into my arms when she was lax and not responding. In the end, Eren had to help. I could maintain her weight with little to no issue but getting her to stay in my grasp without her tumbling out of my arms was nigh impossible.

      With great difficulty, we headed for the bathroom.

      The yacht was technically a super-yacht, and the fixtures and fittings meant nothing to me, but to the others, I knew they were the height of luxury. Frazer and I had been raised with money, but Reed hadn’t. Nor had most of Eren’s Pack, although I thought Eren came from a monied background, if I was being honest. He hadn’t really been taken aback by the yacht at all, and I’d seen the necklace he’d gifted Eve for her birthday.

      As a jeweler’s son, I recognized expensive hardware when I saw it. That gold had been of the highest quality, and deep in the hand, where the All-Seeing Eye was set, there was a diamond with perfect clarity. Flawless—free from inclusions. Clear as glass, with nary a hint of yellow to spoil those pristine facets. All those things added up and meant it cost a sweet bundle of cash.

      Pressing her into the wall to hold her up, I set her so that her feet were dangling close to the floor and stared down at her sleeping features as Eren rushed over to the showerhead and turned it on. He came back, and together, we moved under the rainfall and drenched her to the bone. She began to shiver, her body shuddering within seconds. Though I felt the cold, my creature protected me—Eren too. Hers should have protected her, but it didn’t, and when Eren stepped back, I was hesitant to do the same, even though I knew his logic made sense.

      I gritted my teeth and let go of her.

      The second I did, her eyes flashed open and her knees crumbled.

      Snapping forward, I grabbed her and kept her upright. She moaned in my tight hold and her head fell back so the water pounded her square in the face.

      Concerned, I shot Eren a look, but his mouth was grim as he stated, “Let her go again. She has to wake up.”

      He was right. Sooner rather than later. But I still felt like a complete bastard.

      I let her go, and her breath gurgled as she let out a yelp that sounded horrendously like a garbled, “Samuel.” Once more, her knees buckled, but this time, her hands shot out. They slipped against the tile and she couldn’t gain purchase. Leaving it to the last second to catch her, I waited until her body almost connected with the ground before I hauled her against my chest once more.

      This time, her eyes were open, and she looked up at me in a daze. Her arms and legs were like overcooked spaghetti, but she was awake.

      “You’re mean,” she rasped, and the words sounded dull like her tongue was too thick to form the words.

      “And you stink,” I told her instead, my lips curving in a gentle smile that had her squinting at me. “Five days in bed will do that to you.”

      She blinked, her eyes slowly drifting open and closed—but fuck, she was awake and that was something to celebrate. “Five?”

      “Yes. You’ve scared us to death, Eve,” Eren grated out from beside me.

      She slowly turned her head and whispered, “Eren.”

      “Yes. Me.” His lips twitched. “At least you don’t have amnesia.”

      I snorted. “Let’s be thankful for small mercies.”

      “I feel…” A long pause. “Funny.” She moved her hand slowly, and it looked as though it might have weighed a good forty pounds for how hard it was for her to raise it. When she finally managed it and cupped my cheek, she narrowed her eyes at me. “Hate me?”

      Jerking in surprise, I asked, “Hate you? Why would I hate you?”

      “Like Dre. Grumpy. With… me.” That last word was a slur.

      I cut Eren a look. “One more round under the water?”

      He nodded, his brow again taut with concern—she sounded and looked as though she were drifting back to sleep.

      I hated myself for it, but I moved us back under the water and then as she began struggling against the intense cold, I let go. This time, she did fall to the ground. Like a sack of potatoes. I almost caught her, but her limbs were flailing, and it made it so I couldn’t grab a firm hold of her.

      Squatting down in front of her, I maintained a distance, even though her hands sought me out and her eyes pleaded with me to touch her.

      Her reaction scared me because I wanted her touch as much as she wanted to give it to me, but for whatever reason, when we were touching, she could sleep, but awoke when we weren’t.

      Fighting my inclinations, I whispered, “I don’t hate you. I just need you to wake up, Eve. We need you awake and aware.”

      Her head bowed and her hands dropped as she lay there in a splattered heap on the shower floor. The water bounced off the sparkling silver drain and around her, it puddled, making the patterned mosaic floor tiles easier to behold.

      “What do we do now?” I questioned Eren, unsure why I was asking at all because he knew as little as me.

      He squatted next to me. “Pray she gets herself together?”

      “Stopped praying a long time ago,” I told him, my voice hoarse.

      “Me too,” he admitted grimly.

      I raked a hand through my wet hair. “Should we set her in a bath of cold water? That way she wouldn’t be like…” Well, the splat on the shower floor.

      “No,” Eve moaned, startling us both. “Just. Gimme. Minute.”

      We shot each other a look and waited a minute. When she began to move again, this time with more purpose, I really was close to praying she was awake.

      Slowly, so fucking slowly that I wanted to wind up the clock, she managed to roll onto her knees. When the joints connected with the tiles, both Eren and I winced, then we watched as she pushed her hands onto the ground in front of her and shoved herself into a straighter position, where her butt was resting on her ankles.

      She was shaking, and I knew it was from a combination of the intense cold of the water and exertion. Whatever the tattoo had done to her, it had drained her reserves to a ridiculous extent, and considering how much electrical power it would require to make those damn leaves glow the way they did, it was no wonder her brain was going haywire. There were synapses in the brain that functioned with a form of electricity, but nothing like this light. Her body wasn’t made for such a feat and until this moment, I’d thought that was why she was weak.

      Now, I was wondering if the fact she needed to Choose me was one of the major parts of the problem.

      She needed my touch, needed the connection with me to stay awake, that told me she needed a deeper bond with me.

      Trouble was, how did we help her Choose me?

      “What did she do to you, Eren? How did she bring your Lorelei out?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Why?”

      “Maybe she should do that to me. Maybe that would help stabilize her somewhere. With all eight of us united, maybe that will help her? As it stands, I’m the weak link and it leaves a gap in her defenses if she’s supposed to have the seven of us backing her.”

      “She looked into my eyes and did something. Drew the Lorelei forward.” Another shrug. “I don’t really know how to explain it.”

      Licking my lips, I nodded and ducked down so that her lowered eyelids weren’t able to avoid mine. “Eve, I think it’s time for you to Choose me.”

      For a second, she stared at me blankly. Then, she nodded, as though I was right, as though she’d been waiting for me to come to that conclusion on my own. Leaning forward, I cupped her chin, then forced her to look at me. “Help me, Eve. Help me to help you.”

      Her eyes were a strange mixture of chestnut and amber. They were dark and glinted like a horse’s, but the amber brought gold to the irises that made them sparkle in the overhead light.

      When the daze cleared from her vision, I felt her stare at me, felt it deep in my bones. In my very soul, she was there. Waiting for me. Wondering why I’d taken a lifetime to reach her. Christ, the feelings she was drawing from me had me wondering why I’d taken so damn long as well. But then, when the pressure deepened, I realized I’d felt her inside me before.

      Back at Caelum.

      When she’d drawn me and the others from our drug-induced slumber and had forced us awake.

      Why, when she’d been inside me, hadn’t she Chosen me then?

      Why had she let me suffer without her mark?

      Before I could rail at her, she became a heavy weight inside me, on my soul, drawing the Vampire out into the light, letting the others pull back into the darkness. I felt them fade as though they’d never existed until the Vampire was the only creature inside me, until he was dominant, the king of my being as he’d been born to be.

      I shuddered, feeling red raw and wounded. Like the other souls had left their mark on me as they’d faded into nothingness, but there was a triumph too. A glory in knowing I was whole. At. Fucking. Last.

      Not having realized I’d closed my eyes, I let them flutter open and saw her staring at me, those golden glints in her eyes sparkling and the light on her body flickering into being as different leaves glowed in response to my attention. Her hands were outstretched, reaching for me, and I let my fingers grab a tight hold on them. I clung to her, felt her cling in response, and I could do nothing less than haul her into me.

      The second our bodies connected was the second I realized the shower was off. I knew Eren had left us alone after turning off the water, and I felt inordinately grateful for the moment alone with Eve. She was a woman I’d never known I’d been waiting for, a woman I’d never dared dream I’d have, but here she was.

      Mine, just as much as I was hers.

      My throat was tight as our mouths collided. A need surged through me, which outweighed every other ounce of lust I’d felt for any other woman in the past. My body hardened where hers softened, and the minute she nipped at my bottom lip, my head fell back as an acute agony swarmed through me. It was need and want and hunger wrapped up into one voracious, swirling tornado, and it was focused on one thing—her blood.

      I staggered back from her, dragging myself away. The need to taste her was a soul-deep ache, and I shook as I stared at her, so ravenous for a drop of her essence that I must have looked stark raving mad.

      “Samuel?” she rasped, her voice low, her eyes losing the stark cast as whatever she’d drawn upon to drag my Vampire to the fore, to consume the other creatures inside me, began to drift away.

      Shaking my head, I bit off, “Need you.”

      “You can have me.”

      My nose twitched as I scented her Hell Hound sniffing around the scenario. Hell Hounds weren’t subtle like Weres. If I tried, I could hear their thudding weight in every beat of a Hound’s heart. As Eve’s was racing, I could discern the heavy presence of the beast that lived on anger, that thrived on lust. Every and any high emotion was the Hound’s to glory in, to exploit.

      That didn’t bode well for my control.

      “Blood,” I stated, spelling it out as much as I could with a voice that didn’t seem capable of working.

      She blinked at me then nodded, and I watched as she hauled herself upright, clinging to the shower door at first, then leveraging off the faucet. I felt ashamed for not helping her, but maintaining this distance was bad enough. If I approached her, that was it. Game over. Plus, I didn’t know what she was doing. It figured she was coming toward me, that Hell Hound deep in her psyche not appreciating being denied something it had just helped forge.

      But she surprised me.

      When the bloody hell wouldn’t she though?

      Instead of staggering toward me on shaky legs, she turned around and switched on the shower once more. Her legs were trembling from having to stand upright without any aid, and again, I felt so bad, but if she was too weak to stand, then she was too weak for me to feed from.

      I could almost taste her, could imagine the delicious essence sliding down my throat, nourishing me in ways that few ever had. Not even my Pack would feed me as well as she did, and I longed for that, longed for her taste with a power that both bewildered and enchanted me.

      When the water warmed, the shakes eased off. She stood there, under the pouring water, allowing the heat to offset the intense chill, and then she stunned me further. She began to tug off the shirt and shorts she’d worn in bed. Her clothes were different than what she’d had her seizure in, and I had to wonder if Eren had changed her or if a female member of the crew had…

      The thought was stupid.

      Why wouldn’t Eren change her?

      He was her mate. But the prospect of him seeing her naked made the Vampire inordinately angry, and that wasn’t fair considering Eren was her Chosen and…

      As I connected with my soul, I realized why I was still on edge.

      I wasn’t Chosen yet.

      What the fuck?

      Before I could sputter out my agony, her clothes landed in wet heaps on the shower floor. The soggy splats broke into my spiraling thoughts, and I gaped at her naked body for timeless moments. She was rounder than I usually appreciated in a woman, curvier, and yet, despite being unlike any other woman I’d slept with, that just felt all the more perfect.

      I needed Eve. So fucking badly I was starting to hurt.

      She grabbed some soap from a silver frame that hung suspended from the ceiling. Watching her clean herself was agonizingly delicious. It was such a private act, that had I not known her Hell Hound was in charge today, I knew she’d be blushing. But that beast had no shame. Especially not with someone they believed belonged to them. And from the fire in her eyes? There was no question in my mind that she believed I was hers, so why the fuck wasn’t I Chosen?

      When she’d cleaned up, not leaving a single stone unturned—and having never watched a woman in the shower—I was surprised at the inherent grace in watching her soap up her body, and in seeing the suds sliding down her curves. My tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth from the sheer sensuality of it.

      When the soap had rinsed away, she held out her hand and whispered, “I’m clean for you now.”

      Okay, so she’d been asleep for five days and hadn’t showered in that length of time. I could see why she might think that was the reason for my pulling back, but it wasn’t.

      I shook my head. “You’re too weak from the sleep. If I take from you, I could hurt you.”

      “I can’t Choose you if you don’t feed from me.”

      Her bland words had me frowning at her. “What do you mean? How do you know that?”

      She licked her lips and her hand moved to trace the leaves on the other wrist. I felt entranced by the gentle movement of the digits, enticed as though she were touching me instead of herself. Christ, the moves were perfectly innocent, but they made me hard as nails.

      “I just know.” Her fingers carried on tracing upward, higher and higher until she reached her chest. My heart almost stopped when I figured she was going to touch her tits, but she didn’t. She moved her hand to the center of her sternum, right where, a few days before, her torso had glowed with the form of a tree, and right where her fingers twirled around and around was where the tree had branched off, splitting in two before heading down each arm.

      There was something she wasn’t telling me. Either because she didn’t know the answer herself or because she was hiding it from me. I saw no reason for her to hide anything, not when we were all on the same team, so I chalked it down to instinct. Sheer animal instinct that had her knowing something she shouldn’t.

      When I remained pressed to the back of the shower wall, she narrowed her eyes at me. I half expected her to pounce, but she didn’t. Instead, she stepped forward and opened the shower door, then stepped out into the bathroom. I was so focused on her that I saw the tremor in her limbs, the shake to her body as she tried to keep herself under control. The sight perturbed me because it meant she was still weak, and of course she was. She’d been unconscious for days on end. Why would she think she was ready for my mauling her?

      The sound of her brushing her teeth had me almost chuckling through the despair swirling inside me. God, I wanted to go to her, wanted to taste her and explore her and accept the invitation she’d given me so freely, but, how could I?

      No decent man would take what she was offering, not when she was still so frail.

      It didn’t matter that the Hell Hound was in charge—

      The shower door slammed open again, and this time, she was in the doorway, her body bare and her hands clamped down on either side of the frame. I saw the beast in her eyes, saw it in the heavy shake of her chest, and heard it when she grated out, “You deny me you?”

      The words were so strange, so archaic, that I knew the beast was utterly in control. It didn’t happen often, but it did in a high-stress situation.

      Reed would be better suited to dealing with her, because he was a Hell Hound himself and they could both fuck each other’s rage out of the other. Instead, she was stuck with me, and I saw in her face, in the tightening of her fists on the doorframe, that no one but me would do.

      My Vampire, being the prick he was, decided to leap to the challenge.

      Both our creatures were in control now, and God help her for triggering that particular catalyst.

      There was no going back, no turning back time.

      She’d have to accept the consequences of her actions now.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Eve

      

      

      Half of me felt like I was the walking dead. The other half? I was alive. On fire, and burning for my mate, because that was Samuel. He just didn’t know it yet. But it was time to Choose him and time to Claim him. Time for him to wear my mark and for me to wear his scars.

      I shuddered at the thought and allowed him to haul me over his shoulder, my naked body on display, and deep into the bedroom I didn’t even recall falling asleep in.

      When we approached the bed, I knew the sheets had been changed, because if I’d been sleeping in them for as long as he said I had, then they’d stink, but they didn’t. These smelled like fresh sea air, and they enticed my senses as much as the man lying on the bed, with his feet crossed at the ankles.

      Samuel staggered to a halt as he stared at his brother. “What are you doing here?”

      “Eren said her Hell Hound was out to party.” Reed shot me a narrow-eyed glance that made me burn even brighter as the animal inside him responded to the one inside me.

      Goodness, I felt like I was being torn in so many ways. Reed was Chosen but not Claimed, and Samuel was neither. But how could I do both at the same time?

      Was that even possible?

      What I’d done with Frazer had felt so right, so pure and beautiful, but with Samuel and Reed both in need…

      Samuel settled me on the bed with a care he hadn’t shown back in the bathroom when he’d carried me in a fireman’s lift out into this room. I twisted to face the male sitting on the bed, then turned and watched as Samuel began to strip off his sopping wet clothes.

      Neither looked ill at ease at the prospect of Samuel suddenly wearing no clothes in front of another man, and even though arousal unfurled inside me, the need to Choose and Claim burning hotly in my veins, discomfort and embarrassment began to creep in.

      Doubt too.

      “H-How…?”

      Reed cocked a brow at me. “Do you trust us to keep you safe when we get off this yacht?”

      The question astonished me. “Of course.” And I did. There wasn’t a second’s hesitation in my answer, and I sensed both men’s innate satisfaction with that.

      “Well then, trust us here too,” he said, his tone as simple as the words, and though they put me at ease, there was more to this than just trust.

      I blinked at him, and I wasn’t sure where it came from, wasn’t sure because I’d never have thought the question was even remotely possible, since people didn’t do things like this, did they? “Have you done something like this before?”

      Reed and Samuel shot each other a look I knew meant the answer was yes. They’d been together, naked, and with another woman.

      The Eve that was rational and slightly innocent was faintly perplexed and, I had to admit, curious. I’d had sex now. Outside the bonds of marriage, but within the confines of a union that, to my mind, was even more holy than that of marriage. How couldn’t it be? Someone, somewhere, had deigned to put me with Frazer, as well as the other men. Not just for the safekeeping of my body, but my heart too.

      But there was a different Eve at play in this moment.

      An Eve who had been stirred when Samuel had urged me to awaken in the shower. The eighth soul, the one Eren had called djinn, was in control, but the Hell Hound was awake and raging at the confines of my being.

      That particular beast?

      She did not appreciate the knowledge that she was not the first to be in such an intimate environment with Reed and Samuel at the same time.

      My hands curled into fists, and I stared at first Reed, and then Samuel until the latter hissed. He strode over to me, grabbed my hand, and hissed again at the sight of the blood on my palms—my nails had dug through the flesh and I hadn’t even noticed. He raised my arm, sniffed at my blood, then his tongue flickered out. The pair of us shuddered the second he touched me, and I clenched my eyes closed as the Hell Hound’s outrage began to simmer down.

      I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to maintain this rage or allow them to do to me what they’d done to someone else.

      Was nothing sacred?

      The thought had my eyes fluttering open, and I grated out, “You’ll touch no other female.”

      “We wouldn’t want to,” Reed stated immediately. “We’re your Chosen.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Samuel retorted, though his hand still clasped mine. They were the wrong words to utter.

      In the blink of an eye, I surged upward and shoved him away from me. He fell back, straight down onto the rug beside the bed with a startled ‘oomph.’ The second he was flat on his back, I was on him, with my legs straddling his nakedness, my bare body atop his, and my hands at his shoulders as I pinned him down. My strength came from the creature that spewed these toxic emotions deep inside me. The blood from my palms stained his flesh, painting him in it, and the ruby red smears were a delicious counterpart to his skin. He was more tanned than me, but still pale too.

      As I stared down at him, my Hell Hound bristled with outrage but also, desire. He was beautiful. If a man could be that. His hair was dark and thick but shorn close to his head on the sides. The top was longer, scruffier, and against his paler skin, he looked all the darker and more delicious for it. His jaw was solid, his cheekbones high. His top lip was ragged thanks to a scar that skewed the Cupid’s bow, but I wanted to trace that scar with my tongue so badly, that I felt my body clench with the need I was barely withholding. His eyes glittered up at me like shining onyx, and his nose, with two kinks in it from several breaks, wasn’t as patrician as say Stefan’s or Frazer’s, but it didn’t detract from his attractiveness.

      Samuel looked like a fighter. A nasty scrapper that would fight dirty to win.

      The thought shouldn’t have inspired anything other than disgust in me, but if anything, I shuddered with want.

      The need to Claim this male was so overwhelming, but so was the need to be in control. I knew if I released my hold on him, he could have urged me upright, forced me onto my back, and taken over.

      But as I eased my grasp, he didn’t.

      And I think I fell a little bit in love with him for it.

      “I meant you hadn’t Chosen me,” he rasped. “Not that I want another female.”

      Reed snorted. “As if we’d want another.”

      They spoke so matter-of-factly, and yet, Father Bryan, the leader of the cult I’d been raised in, had easily added to his coterie of wives whenever a prettier woman came into his line of sight. If someone who pretended to be so pious needed that, then how—

      But Reed broke into my thoughts when he asked, “Do you know how many people could do that?”

      I blinked at Samuel, then tilted my head to see that Reed was at the side of the bed, with his elbows on his knees as he stared at me.

      “What?”

      “Could take Samuel unaware and get him on his back?”

      “How many?”

      “The people on this boat. Probably Damon, but only because he’s an experienced fucker. Samuel is one of the nastiest fighters in Caelum. Even in the graduated ranks.”

      But I’d attacked him twice before and scored hits each time.

      Reed grinned at me as he saw understanding cross my face. “Exactly. If you think a woman with your particular talents isn’t going to keep all of us on our toes, then you’re not as clever as I thought you were, Eve.”

      Was being a freak something that inspired attraction in men?

      I stared up at him, unsure why he looked so amused, so certain, but that certainty bled into me. It made me realize that even if I felt unsure of myself, they didn’t. And, I had come to realize, they never would.

      Where I was weak, they would be strong.

      And when I was strong, they would back me all the way.

      A shiver whispered down my spine as the thought resonated with me, hitting me right where it mattered—the place where the souls resided.

      The Hell Hound took it down a notch, no longer actively wanting to strangle Samuel for daring to suggest there might be another female he’d have in this position, and instead, the creature induced me to rock my hips.

      Both our eyes widened, and our breath hitched as his hardness, which lay flat against his belly and I was inadvertently straddling, ran down the softness of my sex. It hit that place a few of my men had discovered before, which I was learning all on my own was a hub of pleasure.

      Because it felt so damn good, I did it again. And again. Until I had to close my eyes and drop my head to deal with the welter of emotions that were sparking through my veins.

      Shuddering in sheer delight, I whispered, “You’re mine, Samuel.”

      His eyes flashed. “I know it.”

      Nostrils flaring, I dipped my chin, accepting his acquiescence. At that moment, I felt like a queen, so gloriously adored that it was a wonder my head didn’t expand.

      Hands moved around me to cup my breasts, and I jerked in surprise then moaned in wonder as rough fingers, strong and sure, began to rub my nipples, followed by hard strokes, tight pinches, and gentle squeezes of soft, giving flesh. Torn between sagging into Samuel’s body and reaching back to stretch against Reed’s, I hovered between them both, staggered by the welter of sensation the two could inspire in me.

      Samuel’s fingers dug into my hips as he began to urge me to move faster, to be more sure with the way I rocked against him, and Reed made me want to sob as he tormented the flesh that was hardening for him, my nipples turning into harder-than-diamond points at his ministrations.

      My childhood taught me that this was obscene. Man and wife, not men and wife. But how could this be anything other than beautiful? How could it be anything other than a joyous exploration of the feelings we had for each other?

      It might have been wrong, but for me, it was right.

      So right.

      Perfect.

      “Help me,” I rasped, my voice low and threaded with need. I was hungry, but not for food, and after five days asleep, that made no sense, and yet, it spoke of a different need. A need to be taken, to be Chosen and Claimed by these men too. “Make me yours.”

      Two grunts were my answer, and Reed began to pull away. Fear whispered down my nerve endings—where was he going? Just as I started to panic, he pressed a kiss to my shoulder and whispered, “Relax, Chosen.”

      Quivering at his verbal Claiming, I realized he was stripping, and I could hear the murmur of his clothes as the fabric bunched. And while he was busy, Samuel was too. He stared up at me with hot eyes, eyes that Claimed me in turn. His grip on me changed as he urged me into sitting higher on my knees so that there was space between us. I pouted at the distance, then something insidious flashed deep inside me as he reached for his hardness.

      What did Dre call it?

      A cock.

      My mouth watered with a need that was foreign to me. It was like I was hungry, my mouth salivating for cake and certainly not…

      Was it wrong to taste a man’s hardness?

      His cock?

      I gulped, swallowing thickly as Samuel groaned. “Don’t look at me like that, Eve. You’ll make me come.”

      My eyes widened. “I will?” I wasn’t sure that was possible, but what I knew about things like this could be written on the back of a postage stamp.

      “Yes,” he replied on a gruff chuckle, one that managed to sound pained. “You will.”

      I wouldn’t lie about that making empowerment surge through me. I was hot and ready for something; I just wasn’t sure what. And considering I had two men in the room, with ‘something’ on their minds, I figured I’d best get with the program before I ended up biting off more than I could chew.

      “Are you certain you’re ready for this?” he growled out, surprising me with how in tune he was with me.

      “Ready?” I blinked at him. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      A snort sounded from behind us. “Yeah, Sam. She’s only been asleep for five days solid. Why wouldn’t she be ready for a threesome?”

      Samuel grunted, but I frowned and answered, “I feel fine.”

      “You were shaking earlier,” Sam argued.

      “I know, but I’m not now.” And that was the God’s honest truth. Whatever reason for my earlier weakness was no longer there. Was this what I needed to feel revitalized? Because I seriously felt as though I could climb a damn mountain and not get tired.

      “Come here, mate,” he grated out, his pain sounding clearer now that he had my assurance, I was well. His hand was on his cock and he was holding it upright. Was I supposed to sit on it?

      I licked my lips and decided that if there was some kind of research material that would make me better at this, I was going to spend a few hours gorging on it and learning every single thing I could. Cosmo and Wikipedia weren’t enough.

      Even as I wondered if there was video material that might be more informative, he rasped, “Come here,” and with his other hands, he urged me forward. My hands slammed onto his chest to keep me from collapsing against him.

      When his cock brushed my softness for the first time in this position, my eyes shuttered closed. How couldn’t they? It felt different. Like it was harder, like that nub was being directly ‘prodded,’ but in the best possible way.

      Shivering, I whispered, “That feels so good.” My words ended on a moan when he did it again, rubbing me over and over until I could feel slick juices run down my inner thighs. Reed reappeared halfway through and began teasing my nipples once more, and sucking on my throat as though he were the Vampire and not Samuel.

      When his teeth scraped against the tender flesh, however, I shot off like a rocket, because just thinking about Samuel’s teeth burrowing through my skin and sucking down my blood made me want to come.

      “Now,” Reed bit off, and even as the fireworks that were igniting behind my eyes carried on, I felt the blunt tip of Samuel’s cock penetrate my slickness.

      He was so thick, so hot. So damn right inside me. My hands began to burn, raging with a heat I knew Samuel had to feel against his pecs. Even though I felt weak with pleasure, I bowed lower over him so he could access my throat when he was ready because that was all I wanted—his fangs inside me.

      When the soul of a Vampire became the dominant one, and after he crossed through Caelum’s portal, the creature’s fangs were supposed to erupt in the tiniest of shifts. Were Samuel’s there now? Even if he hadn’t crossed the portal? I hadn’t noticed before, and I wished I had. I wanted them against my skin more than I wanted Reed’s fingers on my breasts—and that was saying something.

      With a whimper, I felt Reed’s and Samuel’s hands drop down to my butt and they began to rock me without me having to do anything. They… I knew the word from movies but felt hot and shaky inside for even thinking it. They fucked me. Over and over again.

      Samuel was hot and slippery with sweat, but my hands stayed on his pecs, where a burning heat seemed to send fire through our veins. I whimpered as the fireworks began to sizzle in my blood again, and the shadows and light began to play behind my eyes, and just when I knew I was about to fall over the edge into nothingness, he bit.

      His fangs—they were there, and I didn’t even have it in me to question it—raked against my skin as I’d known they would. He tested the flesh for a second, then like a knife through butter on a summer’s day, he penetrated me twice over.

      A whimper escaped me as he took from my vein, as he fed and nourished himself from my lifeblood. Then, as the heat from my palms grew to the temperature of an inferno, we both reached the summit. It wasn’t like before. Wasn’t as blissful, as delicious as the last time I’d experienced this, instead, it hurt with how good it was. As he took from me and gave to me, it was beyond anything I’d ever known, could ever think to know, and I was overcome with how ecstatic I felt.

      Even as we came down from that high and as his cock slipped from me, I felt another thick shaft at my entrance. With the slick seed that Samuel had granted me, Reed slid deep inside my core from behind with an ease that had tears falling from my eyes. I relaxed my back against his muscled chest as he moved inside me, and I let Samuel drink his fill.

      That exquisite pain was still there, still tormenting me, torturing me as I was hurtled back up the summit once more. Never allowed to rest, only allowed to endure. As Reed fucked me, Samuel moaned into my neck as he hit his satiation point. I felt the click inside him as he went from hungry to satisfied, and the joy that whirled inside me from knowing that I’d done that to him added to the agonizing pleasure Reed was forcing me to endure.

      When Reed slipped his fingers between Samuel and me, when he brushed the nub that made me take off like a rocket, I wasn’t sure if I could take it, if I could last much longer. Then he pinched me with those fingers, and with his other hand, the one pressed firmly between my breasts, holding me tightly against him, he raked his nails down my sides. The sensation was a trigger, and as I’d done earlier with Samuel, I sought the soul inside me that purred at Reed’s touch. Dragging that soul forward was no hardship since she was in charge today, but when I urged her to seek Reed’s? She leaped with eagerness into the fray.

      The heavy thrusts into my body became short and choppy, and hoarse groans and grunts escaped Reed as I forced his Hell Hound to the surface, forced the beast to battle the others, to take command over what was his.

      Though my Hell Hound recognized when it happened, my body was made fully aware of the change in my Chosen. The nails that had dragged down my sides? They were now claws. Reed could shift. Blood poured from the wounds as he tore into my side, but though the pain was there, it had me shutting down, had me hitting another stratosphere as the joy of the moment had me wide open.

      This time, the climax had me sobbing as, spent from blood loss and weak with pleasure, I collapsed onto Samuel’s chest, and was embraced in his loving arms as Reed’s beast sought his own ecstasy in my body, before finding his release and toppling onto me.

      Seconds, minutes, hours later, we lay like that, and I began to ache from the weight on my back. Surprisingly, the wounds on my side and neck, where blood still steadily dripped down, was a pleasurable pain I enjoyed. However, Reed was a heavy presence atop my back, and God only knew how badly Samuel’s body was aching with the two of his on top of him.

      I began to shuffle in place, my body urging me to move from the awkward position, and started to move my hands from his pecs, where they’d remained planted all this time—I had the pins and needles to prove it. He yelped as my fingers drifted from his skin and Reed jolted upright, his body falling to the side as he swiftly rolled to his feet. Even in his still sleepy haze, he was ready to defend us against whatever had made us cry out.

      “It’s nothing, Reed,” Samuel managed to grate out, but when I stared down at him, stared down at his chest, I realized why he hurt.

      On his chest were my fingerprints. Branded into his flesh. It wasn't like the others’ ink, nor was it like mine. It looked like his blood had been seared into his skin in the shape of my prints. As I peered down, I saw that each tiny line that made up my unique identifying marker, was forged of words. Tiny, tiny words I could only see because my vision was so good.

      Even as I tilted my head to look at him, to declare that he was my Chosen, Reed grunted, “Well, that’s it for you, Samuel. You’re definitely Chosen now.”

      I wasn’t sure why I found that hilarious, just that I did, and as laughter had me curling into a tight ball, I fell back onto the floor—ignoring the rug quickly growing saturated with my blood—and let my joy rush through me.

      Who knew how many moments like these we’d get?

      How many instances we’d be allowed to just be?

      We needed to embrace each of them, hold them firmly in our grasp, and celebrate that we were, in truth, Pack.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Samuel

      

      

      

      “Come on, Eve. Please. Try.”

      She squinted at me, then sought out the others for help. Of course, there was no helping her more than we were already doing. We weren’t about to let her weasel out of this, no matter how long she made puppy eyes at us. For a second, her teeth raked against my shoulder before she pushed me away in an explosive movement that jerked me in place.

      “I don’t want to.”

      My new fangs scraped against the inside of my lip as I gritted my teeth, trying not to lose my patience. “Your Vampire needs blood.”

      “She can cope without it. I’ll just go nap again—”

      “No!” I burst out, not letting her finish. “She can’t. Not after all the blood you’ve lost recently,” I retorted, just remembering the state of the rug we’d been fucking on was enough to make me cringe.

      And the state of her sides after Reed’s Hound had Claimed her in turn? I didn’t even want to go there.

      Though the fact she was Vampire today reassured me that the wounds would be disappearing soon, they’d heal even faster if she’d just fucking feed from me.

      Normally, a Vampire would feed from his Chosen and only her, but because she’d lost so much blood and was weak from the markings’ effect on her, I’d been relying on the Pack for sustenance. I needed her stronger, needed her to feed from me, just so that we could find an equilibrium.

      After glowering at me, she spun around, and I saw her head tip and rock as she took in the scene before her and the very lack of support she had from her Chosen.

      It was five days after she’d Chosen and Claimed me, and she was still weakened by the markings that glowed at random moments. Each burst of light had her shutting down like a faulty laptop while simultaneously scaring the shit out of us.

      Every single time.

      Still, this was the longest she’d gone without the marks glowing, and I was trying to teach her how to call on the Vampire. Something that could only happen if she took my damn blood.

      Her other lessons, though she was weaker than any of us would like, had been a mixed bag. Stefan had managed to make her Succubus leak pheromones—a feat at any other time, but one that had us all walking around with hard-ons that wouldn’t quit for a couple of agonizing hours. Seriously, taking Viagra would have strained our hearts less—and the songs she and Eren had sung while her Lorelei was in charge, had put us back a day’s travel.

      After accidentally lulling the crew into sleeping for a full eighteen hours, we’d had a hell of a time explaining that. Only the promise of another ten grand for the rental of the yacht had stopped the captain’s threats of dumping us at the nearest port for daring to ‘endanger’ his crew.

      She was getting nowhere with Dre because he was being a dick, and her Hell Hound was more temperamental than even Reed’s, which was truly saying something. Today was her Vampire’s turn, and it looked set to be an epic failure. With the gouille on track for tomorrow, I could only hope Nestor would succeed in teaching her something where the rest of us, save for Stefan and Eren, had failed.

      But though she was weak in some ways, she was strong in others, and through her lesson with Stefan, she’d drawn out his Incubus, had helped him dominate the other souls, cannibalizing them and making him a true Incubus as I was now a true Vampire. Tomorrow, we were hoping she’d do the same with Nestor, meaning she’d have drawn all of us into the natural evolution of graduation.

      Years ahead of schedule.

      Describing her as ‘strong’ felt like a gross understatement sometimes.

      She was incredible.

      And she was ours.

      I watched her glance around the indoor sitting room we’d claimed as ours while she’d been knocked out, and with her Chosen dotted around, I knew she found a glimmer of peace from them as the tension in her back lessened, and she stopped standing there like a soldier on parade.

      Frazer was lolling against an armchair. Incapable of sitting in it the proper way, he had his legs over the armrest, a drawing pad on his lap as he sketched with a pencil. He was always private as hell with his drawings, but he guarded these like a miser would his treasure. Yesterday, when Eve had asked to look at them, she’d blushed bright red, and I had a feeling they were related to their Claiming—a thought that had my lips curving in amusement.

      Eren and Dre were bickering as they played a game of chess. Almost on the mend now, Nestor was still taking it easy from his beating and near-miss with the Ghouls, so he was slouched against the sofa watching a documentary that I was fighting Eve’s focus over because she wanted to watch it too. Stefan, legs crossed at the ankle, had a knife in his hand and he was carving apples, so they looked like pinecones. He had a pile of them on the coffee table in front of him, each in various stages of turning brown after exposure to the air. Why he was doing that was a question I wasn’t willing to ask.

      Some people watched TV or played chess; others whittled fucking fruit.

      Whatever floated your boat.

      Reed was in some bizarre position that kind of look as though he was giving himself head—he was on his back, his feet hooked behind his head, and he’d slotted himself through the gap so he could bring his hands together in a prayer pose.

      “How is that even comfortable?” Eve muttered, and I realized she was staring at him too, except her head was tilted as she took in all the bewildering angles of Reed’s body.

      “He says it helps him calm down.”

      She looked over her shoulder to blink at me. “Does it work?”

      I shrugged. “It seems to.”

      “Works even better if you don’t talk about me when I’m nearby,” the man himself muttered without opening his eyes.

      Eve’s ears turned pink, but she mumbled, “Sorry, Reed.”

      His lips twitched. “It’s okay, Eve. You should try it sometime. It might help you.”

      “Help me, what? Break a leg?” She shook her head. “It’s okay. I think I’ll—”

      I cocked a brow at her. “Think you’ll…, what?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You won’t learn control if you don’t try things out.”

      She sniffed. “I’d prefer to try yoga than bite you.”

      “Why, though?” I demanded, aware that I was huffing and not giving a damn about it either.

      “Because it’s weird.”

      Dre snorted. “Eve, you epitomize weird. It should be right up your street.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “You’re just as weird as I am.”

      “Yeah?” He took his attention off the game after he placed his rook down in a square that had Eren grumbling and studiously glowering at the chessboard. “Like to explain that?”

      “You grow cacti for fun,” she retorted.

      “Not anymore,” he returned, baring his teeth at her. “Someone had me leaving my cacti behind.”

      Her eyes flared wide and she staggered back. “I-I did.” The sorrow in her tone had everyone breaking off from what they were doing and staring over at her, before instantly shooting Dre glares. When she saw them, though, she shook her head. “No. He’s right. I-I shouldn’t have mentioned it. It was wrong of me. I’m sorry, Dre. Not just for using your hobby against you but for making you leave them behind.”

      Dre rolled his eyes—did I mention he was a prick?—but he raised my perception of him by dipping his chin. “It’s okay, Eve. I can grow some more when we eventually get settled somewhere.”

      When he averted his attention to the board, I knew it was because her sincerity had surprised him. Eve, though she made many mistakes and had a tendency to allow her emotions to guide her, was a kind woman. She was gentle, too, in the grand scheme of things. Hurting someone for the sake of it wasn’t like her, and I knew Dre brought that out in her, me too if I were being honest though I was trying to quell my sarcasm around her. It was hard. Being a Brit, my sense of humor was dark.

      I reached over and cupped her shoulder. “It’s okay, Eve. You didn’t mean to hurt his feelings.”

      “Doesn’t mean I didn’t.” She reached up and rubbed her temple. “I’m going to go and lie down.”

      I hadn’t seen her arms glimmer with light, so I knew she was escaping to get some quiet, which was a shame because being around us as a Pack would ease her.

      I didn’t argue, though, just let her head out to the stateroom I’d claimed her in. Before she crossed the threshold, I did call out, “I’ll be in later to change your bandages.”

      Her cheeks were pale and her eyes wet as she turned to nod at me. Spying her tears, I released a sigh.

      “She’s too soft for her own good,” Dre commented, his tone harsh enough to make me narrow my eyes at him.

      “That softness will be our savior,” I retorted. “And don’t bitch about her when she was so quick to apologize. Eve didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. It wasn’t intentional.”

      He shrugged. “She didn’t hurt my feelings.”

      “Bullshit. Unless you intentionally wanted her to feel like shit?” I cocked a brow at him, unsure why he was fighting this so hard. She’d Chosen him, and after having been out in the cold, the only one not Chosen for a time, I knew how crap that felt and how lucky Dre was.

      The wanker.

      Stefan sighed as he placed his whittled apple on the coffee table in front of him. “Dre, why you have to be so antagonistic toward her is beyond me.”

      “She doesn’t fart perfume and breathe glitter,” Dre retorted. “She isn’t perfect, and you treating her like she is will do no good.”

      “Being mean will do the opposite?” Eren countered. “She isn’t perfect. We know that without you ramming the point home. But she’s the softness we need to counter all the shit we’ve been through. If you think that’s bad, then you don’t deserve her.” His words rang out around the sitting room, echoing in a silence that was only disturbed by the documentary Nestor was watching.

      None of us said another word because Eren had hit the nail on the head.

      Dre didn’t deserve her softness, not without an attitude check. Eve wasn’t perfect, she had flaws, but for us? She was ours. We’d accept those flaws because they were a part of her makeup, just as she’d accept ours.

      That was how being a Chosen worked.

      And whether Dre liked it or not, whether he liked Eve or not, he was her Chosen.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Frazer

      

      

      
        
        Six days later

      

      

      

      As I stepped off the King Air 350 and onto the private airfield, I stretched, letting my muscles as well as my soul recuperate from being stuck in a metal box for hours on end. Of course, the King Air was luxurious, it was my family’s go-to private jet, but that didn’t make it any bigger or more comfortable for eight creatures roaming around its confines.

      Creatures never did well in confined spaces, and when you thought about the reasons why, it made perfect sense. For twenty-one years, we were kept locked up tight, forced to endure medical examinations and tests to treat us, and only allowed some freedom when we managed to make it to Caelum. Though Eve’s presence in our lives had enabled our creatures to have free reign—well, most of us—we weren’t exactly used to it.

      We’d traveled via the yacht to Gibraltar, after crossing the strait to switch between Africa and the Mediterranean, then had grabbed the jet to London.

      It had been a long fifteen days at sea—we were stuck there if we were to remain incognito—and even using the jet had come with a risk that had me eager for Eve to finally disembark so we could be on our way to the University of Greenwich.

      According to Samuel, Caelum was under red alert thanks to the infiltration we’d prevented, and the faculty was in disarray. But just because that was the case, didn’t mean they didn’t have soldiers out there looking for us. Especially, as we’d feared, we were under suspicion thanks to the unfortunate timing of our leaving.

      Though our numbers were smaller than the Ghouls, there were still hundreds of thousands of us. We had a well-established army, but it wasn’t enough to overcome our enemies, just to control them. And even then, that wasn’t always possible—the infiltration being proof of that.

      Grimly absorbing that fact, I peered up at the dark sky that showed not a single star thanks to the heavy light pollution in the vicinity. The private airfield was a ninety-minute journey from the capital, but with the runway’s illumination, it made the stars impossible to behold. That was something I instantly missed. The long sail around the African coastline, and then years at Caelum, had spoiled me.

      City living would no longer cut it.

      When her scent drifted on the breeze, stronger even than the harsh scents of an airport, I turned and held out my hand for her.

      My mate.

      My body grew taut when our palms drifted across the other’s, and her rose-tinged cheeks showed me that she was just as affected by our touch.

      Reaching over, I tilted up her chin with my hand, and as I stared into her eyes, I asked, “You okay?”

      “I don’t like planes,” she answered, her tone wary as she peered back at the private jet.

      “I know. They’re a mercy, though. Sometimes.” When she winced, I had to hide a smile.

      A limo was waiting for us beside the jet, and I guided her over to it then helped her in. The rest of my Pack pounded their way down the airstairs and hustled into the limo behind her. Before I joined them, I caught the pilot’s eye and nodded my thanks. He waved at me politely in response before beginning the sequence that would prepare him for takeoff.

      Leaving the jet for the limo wasn’t exactly a reprieve, not with another long journey ahead of us, but at least we could open the window and let some fresh air into the passenger compartment.

      “I’m fucking beat,” Dre grumbled around a yawn as, like a dog, he leaned his arm against the window and stuck his face in the wind. Dude was a bear, not a wolf. He shouldn’t need reminding of that.

      “Me too,” Stefan admitted. “I always hated flying, but that was the worst journey I’ve ever had.”

      I knew what they meant. The one Caelum used was about fifteen times the size, almost a passenger airplane. By contrast, the jet was as large as this damn car. No matter how much luxury there was, it was still too small for our souls.

      “Not long until we’re at the cottage,” I assured Eve, who had leaned her head against Eren’s shoulder while tucking her hand in Samuel’s. The former didn’t surprise me—Eve found great comfort in Eren’s presence. I was kind of jealous, but equally grateful that she found that kind of succor in one of us—but the latter did. Samuel was the last to get her mark, after all, but they’d quickly grown close over the trip.

      After a shaky start, Eve had begun feeding Samuel, with one of the Pack supplementing what she couldn’t manage. The feedings were imperative. Created an intimacy that I was, in truth, relieved Samuel had with Eve. Their origin story was pretty dicey, and one that had only gone down in the first place because Sam had wanted to protect the Pack from the faculty. It wasn’t fair that he should pay the price for that.

      I’d admit, though, that it was weird not to have to feed from him in turn, but I was glad my time for that was over. I was a Sin Eater through and through now, and even though that soul wasn’t the most pleasant of the creatures, I was grateful that blood was something that ran in my veins and no longer down my throat.

      “Good,” she mumbled, her eyes drifting closed. I empathized. We’d been on the go all day, and Eve, totally unaccustomed to travel after a lifetime of being in two places, was finding the constant motion of these past weeks hard on her system.

      Today, we’d started off the morning anchoring the yacht, then had flown, and now we were driving. I wasn’t sure if there could be any worse way to spend a full twelve hours where Eve was concerned.

      Though she was dozing, the rest of us were silent as we took in London. It had been a long time since any of us had been anywhere this metropolitan. The most we’d traveled at Caelum was to Africa, and not to any of the major cities in the nations there either. Just out of the way places, where the local witch doctor was the nearest healthcare provider. Aboh was pretty much as cosmopolitan as it had been for a long time.

      London was alive, even though it was late. It was not like how I remembered the one time I’d gone to New York when I was seven, but close, especially as we approached the center.

      As we did, though, traveling down the M11 toward the house Samuel had purchased for us in Chelsea years back, I appreciated the lushness of the scenery. Even though we were on the road, because it was late at night, I could smell the grass verges framing the asphalt. After years at Caelum and being so close to Africa, the rich verdant area was a pleasure to the senses.

      About forty-five minutes into our trip, a scent wandered into the limo. It had me frowning because I recognized it but hadn’t scented it this strongly before. My nostrils flared as I tilted my head to the side to process what it meant.

      Where Ghouls were concerned, a Sin Eaters’ senses were preternatural. But because this was the first time I’d truly scented one since Eve had turned me, it took way too long to register what I was actually smelling. Beside me, though, Samuel jerked upright, jolting Eve, as tension swarmed through him.

      “What is it?” Reed demanded, as surprised as everyone at Samuel’s sudden move.

      “Blood. A lot of it.”

      “Stop the car,” Stefan stated, his finger on the intercom that patched us through to the driver. The vehicle came to an abrupt halt on the side of the road, and within seconds we were all out, standing near something called Dave’s Chippy and Enders’ Greasy Spoon. I had no idea what either establishment actually served, nor did I care. Eve made to climb out of the car, but I shoved her back inside.

      “What’s going on?” she asked warily, the drowsiness having slipped from her eyes in the panic of the moment, but we didn’t have time to chat. That amount of blood in the air meant it might already be too late for whoever was being feasted upon as we dawdled around.

      “Nothing. Stay in the car where it’s safe.”

      I saw her scowl, registered it, but rushed off anyway.

      I felt like I had a pair of antennae on my head that were trying to guide me, except I hadn’t been given a user manual on how to control them. I was ashamed to rely on Samuel’s desire for blood as we hunted down the Ghouls who were evidently feeding in the area—I wasn’t as hot shit as I’d thought I’d be in a situation like this, and knew I’d have to grow into my abilities.

      Still, that would take time we didn’t have.

      The sidewalk was slick beneath my feet, telling me it had rained recently, and that was probably why we were picking up on the scents. The rain had effectively cleaned up the area, dampening other odors and enhancing the metallic tang of blood—good for the human snack as their rescue had just begun, bad for the Ghoul because it meant we were on our way.

      When Eve’s scent drifted toward me, I wanted to rage at her for not staying where I’d left her, but equally, my Sin Eater was in full control and he, even if I couldn’t, accepted Eve’s strengths.

      Somehow, Eve had turned us into true creatures. She’d matured us like fine wine years ahead of schedule, had induced tiny shifts like Samuel’s fangs dropping as well as the ability for the Shifter souls to transform, and had the power to stop a full-blown infiltration in its tracks when the seven of us made a wish… If everything went to shit, we could always wish her out of danger, and I had to figure that would work as well as it had back at Caelum.

      With the Sin Eater engaged, we slipped down a few dark alleys. They weren’t as clean as the outer streets. Here, it stank of piss and trash, and underfoot, it was slippery from only God knew what. It wasn’t like in the U.S. where there were fire stairs down the side streets. Here, there were just trash cans and old bits of junk that had been dumped a long while ago.

      As we ran down two alleys back to back, then headed left, using Samuel like a veritable bloodhound, I finally heard the sound. It was unlike anything I could begin to describe. Even explaining it wasn’t enough to convey the horror of hearing the mushy, moist sounds of a human being chomped on.

      And the smell was even more overpowering the closer we moved.

      When we saw them, a small forage of fledglings by the look of it, surrounding a handful of human females, Eve released a low groan at the sight before us.

      There were limbs everywhere… even if we’d been in time, I wasn’t sure there was a living human left in the vicinity. Not from the devastation the bastards had wrought on their fragile bodies. It was like a child who’d pulled off their doll’s legs and arms, then thrown them around the room in a tantrum. Except blood and gore seeped from these amputated limbs, and I knew Eve would have this memory at the forefront of her mind for a long time to come.

      The forage wasn’t interested in us. Too sated, and too overcome with a full meal to notice us at first. That was how I knew they were inexperienced.

      A fledging was newly turned, a Ghoul who hadn’t feasted upon a lot of human flesh. The more flesh they managed to hunt, the more control they had, and the less the cerebral war the seven souls engaged in could affect them.

      With no haste in saving the humans, who were staring sightlessly up at the night sky, we just watched, allowed ourselves to absorb the sight for Eve’s sake. She had to know what we were up against. And by not allowing us to keep her safe, by not staying in the limo, she’d made her choice. Not only were we hiding from Caelum, but we had to deal with this scum too.

      A fledgling moved away from a carcass; his body coated liberally in blood, so he looked like he’d bathed in it. His hair was greasy, lank. A rat’s nest that had my stomach turning, thanks to the viscera that covered that dank mop. He wiped his hand over his mouth, and did the impossible—seemed to smear even more blood over his face. This time, it wasn't just red, but the kind that appeared almost black in nature. The stuff that came from deep in the organs.

      The second he did that, Eve released a soundless whimper. Her horror and disgust were evident, and I knew in my marrow that we should never have allowed Eve to stay here. One of us should have returned her to the car.

      It didn't matter how strong she was, it was our duty to protect her from the horrors of life in our society.

      The sound, however quiet, caught the Ghoul's attention. He slowly turned on his heel, his body behaving and acting in line with his brain's orders now that he’d fed. Sometimes, it was like they had palsy. Their limbs directly countermanding whatever they wanted to do so that simply walking forward was difficult to not only undertake, but to watch.

      With his focus on my woman, the Sin Eater surged forth, and with it, the Ghoul's attention drew my way.

      Now, the three of them all stilled. Each of them was aware that there was a predator in the vicinity, a predator that wanted to tear them into shreds.

      One was crouched over a still body, her legs in a squat as her hands delved into the belly of a woman wearing a mock bridal gown. She wore a kind of tiara on her head and a veil of some sort, and languishing at her side in a pool of ruby red blood, there was a white square, around seven by seven inches, with a huge letter 'L' on it. It was red, but not as bright as the blood that spattered it.

      The Ghoul's hands remained tucked inside the dead woman's stomach, even as she peered over at me and stared up at the Pack who was about to kill her, about to take her from this realm and into the next.

      Another's face had literally been in a woman's chest, and the stark sight of broken ribs, the edges like glass shards as they pierced the night sky, were enough to have me taking a step forward and breaking the silent status quo that had overtaken us.

      My movement was the catalyst that had the others surging behind me too. We were in a loose formation that we'd learned over our many years of fighting at Caelum, and while our training was now inherent, it was unusual to be a part of a larger Pack. Not so unusual that I felt unsure, however.

      Because I wasn't.

      I'd never felt more confident in my ability to attack. Sure, I was learning what being a true Sin Eater entailed, but killing these bastards?

      That was written into my genetic code.

      "So young," one of the Ghouls rasped, the words were almost like sputters thanks to the blood on his lips, to the liquid on his face that vibrated as he spoke. "You're brave to approach us without your Masters around."

      I narrowed my eyes at him, and spat, "We're not as young as you think."

      "I can smell your years," the female on the ground countered, with a simple quiver around her lips that told me she thought they had the upper hand. "Lucas is right. You are young."

      I should have appreciated that they thought they'd discerned a weakness, but I wasn't. My Sin Eater was irate. If they could sense how fucking old I was, why couldn't they scent that my one true soul was dominant? That I was a creature now and not just a child with too many souls in my body?

      "Young I may be, but I'm still capable of biting your head off," Dre rasped, and a second before he shifted, I sensed his agitation, an agitation I shared, one that was formed from arrogance and annoyance at our enemies for not sensing our strengths.

      The bear appeared out of nowhere, and when it roared and dove into the fray, we all took that as the moment to join in.

      The only trouble?

      Something stopped us.

      Even as we rushed forward, each of us intent on tearing apart the three Ghouls, we couldn't. Our bodies were still, like we were encased in ice.

      It wasn't us, but the souls who refused to move, and when Eve stepped forward, I realized why.

      She'd done that.

      She'd frozen us in place.

      I wanted to scream at her, wanted to rage at her for putting herself in danger, and when the Ghouls gaped at us, at our utter stillness, from Nestor who appeared to be hovering in midair thanks to the way he'd taken off at a run, and the bear whose arms were outstretched to grab at the Ghouls, the smirks were quick to follow. When they laughed? My Sin Eater began to rage, and the rebellion began. Whatever hold Eve had on us, I wanted it gone. Now. I wanted to tear through the cage she'd imprisoned me in again.

      She'd been the one to liberate me, to free me from the prison that was my body. My Sin Eater had surged to the fore because of her, and now she was taking that right from me?

      I couldn't stand it, and I knew the others wouldn't be able to either.

      Even as I squirmed and railed against her hold, she was too strong, too powerful.

      I was left wriggling around like a baby on a changing mat as she stepped forward, maneuvering around us and heading toward the three Ghouls whose eyes promised her demise.

      I couldn't see her, couldn't sense the array of her facial expression, but what the Ghouls saw? It scared them.

      I'd never thought I’d see it before. Ghouls were too stupid to live at this age, and they'd been so cocksure, so certain that they held the upper hand thanks to Eve's meddling. But now? Whatever she was doing? They were scared.

      Bone deep.

      Was I surprised when she picked up one of the victim’s legs?

      Yes.

      I thought she'd be squeamish; thought she'd be reverent around the fallen's corpses. Instead, she used their broken forms as weapons, and even while I was kind of grossed out, I was also proud of her. Proud because these women had died unnecessarily, and she was giving them a purpose once more.

      The way she tossed that leg forward was worthy of a javelin thrower at the Olympics. I'd never seen anything like it in my life, and I kind of hoped I never did again.

      The sight of the broken femur piercing Lucas's gut was something I'd never forget. He stared down at his torso, at the leg that was literally halfway through his belly, and then he dropped to his knees.

      He wouldn't die, but he'd hurt. For a good long while, and that took him out of the game until either myself or Stefan were allowed to reign free and could quit him of this mortal coil.

      The others began to back up, heading deeper down the alley now that they realized Eve wasn't an easy target.

      When she approached Lucas, he whimpered, and though I sensed he wanted to raise his hands in a fighting stance, he didn't. Instead, he focused on trying to wrench the leg from his stomach—except he couldn't, because Eve had somehow lodged it in so deep that it simply wasn't budging. What in the hell kind of strength had that taken, dammit?

      She reached down to his side, where there was a knife glinting in the faint light from a streetlamp and gripped it in her hand. How she'd seen that, I wasn't sure, but what I was sure about was the way she began to stalk down the alley.

      It was a dead-end. I knew that because I could scent it. Before, when we'd approached the different mouths of the alleys we'd traveled down to find this scum, each opening had a scent of its own. Something unique that helped guide me farther.

      Now? There was nothing. Which meant Eve was walking toward danger.

      When a sharp scream sounded from the dark shadows, I flinched, and whatever hold she had on me disintegrated with my terror because that scream? It was female.

      As I rushed forward, I felt my brothers heading deeper into the back of the alley, and with them at my side, I felt our terror surge into a mushroom cloud that almost choked us as we approached.

      But we were stupid to feel fear because this was Eve, and even though she looked like butter wouldn't melt, and could still barely understand slang, she was a freak.

      My kind of freak, because this kind of freak had one Ghoul's belly being pierced by a fucking leg, and had a female's torso slit from throat to gut like she was cutting through a cake with cheese wire.

      The final male had backed into a corner, his hands raised as he covered his face, as though that would protect him from Eve's wrath.

      I almost snorted because yeah, that wasn't happening.

      Whether it was the blood, the sight of the horrors these bastards had reaped upon those innocent women, or the fact that this was her first encounter with a Ghoul, something had turned Eve into the predator that only appeared when she was threatened.

      We'd seen it a few times, and I had to admit, even though it was creepy as fuck, it was also hot as hell.

      Even on the battlefield, I'd never seen fledglings weep before. Yet here this motherfucker was, bleeding from his eyes. I shouldn't have noticed, considering he was covered in the humans' blood, but I did because that had dried on his cheeks, caking him like macabre makeup. His tears were fresh, and they coursed down his gaunt skin, rolling onto his throat where I could see them pool in his collarbones.

      I wasn't sure anything could have stunned me more than what Eve had done this night, but when she began to speak in a language I didn't understand?

      Yeah, that was definitely up there in the way to astonish the hell out of me.

      As she spoke, she grabbed the Ghouls' hands and shoved them away from his face. Because of her proximity and because he knew he was about to die, he began to fight her. But with every move he made, Eve was there, preternaturally aware of each action as though she could read his mind, as though she knew, a second ahead, what his move would be.

      When the bastard tried to kick her, she stomped on his foot and ground down until the scourge released a hoarse cry.

      When the Ghoul’s wrist slammed to the left in an attempt to grab her hair? She fielded it, gripped his wrist, tugged it down, then arched it against his back so she could shove him around and push his face into the wall.

      She pushed him against the brick fascia, not stopping until his face literally crunched with the force of the move. His nose had to be broken, and I could hear the creaking of his wrist as she didn't allow him to move even an inch from the position she had him in. When she raised her knee and shoved it into the bottom of his back, making the toxic piece of flesh grunt with the pain of it, I had to smile, and even began to relax. Though this situation was so beyond my pay grade, it didn't even matter because I knew Eve was two things.

      One, she was safe. This situation was totally under her control.

      Two, she was a freak. I already knew that and was coming to expect this weird-as-fuck shit she was capable of doling out on the daily.

      Hell, I could even say I was proud of her. I'd imagined her being weak in these moments. Too frail to be of any help to us as we tried to free the world of the menace that was our natural enemy. Instead? She was a boon.

      Her words grew louder then, and though I was sure it was a figment of my imagination, the wind seemed to whirl around us, seemed to swirl around her words too, drawing them toward the sky, making them louder, turbocharging them with a power I'd never experienced before in my life.

      There was a whirring sound, but it wasn't mechanical, and as she spoke, I saw something I'd only ever encountered when I'd begun to eat the souls of the Ghouls we'd captured on the battlefield.

      Out of their bodies, the toxic poison that made them Ghoul, began to drift from them and straight into Eve's mouth.

      The impossible had just happened.

      Eve wasn't a Sin Eater, and yet she'd just eaten the souls of two Ghouls.

      What. The. Fuck.
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      While I'd expected a lazy night after a shitty day of traveling, instead, I was watching my woman kick Ghoul ass Wonder Woman-style.

      After landing and driving to our digs, I'd anticipated nothing more than getting a bath. I knew people said that shit was for chicks, but fuck that. I liked baths. I even liked bubbles. Not from the soap that smelled of flowers and old ladies, but the ones that smelled like fruit I could get with.

      After an hour in the tub, I'd have contemplated getting into bed with Eve and carving out some 'us' time. Ever since Reed and Samuel had claimed her—I wasn't sure who was more shocked about how at ease Eve had been with that, and I thanked God for her Succubus every day—she'd become a lot more chilled about sex, and I was glad about that. Really glad, because she did things to me that set me alight and had me reveling in the burn.

      Case in point now.

      Watching her take down three Ghouls, alone.

      Either she was corrupting us or we were corrupting her. I seriously wasn't sure anymore, but no way was I about to complain.

      She'd stunned me when she'd frozen us in place, controlling our souls as though we could be taken charge of like we were tuned into a remote. Even more so when she had beaten the shit out of a Ghoul by using an amputated leg as a missile, and had somehow managed to slice a female Ghoul down the middle. Sure, that was all worthy of a Valium, but when she'd eaten their souls?

      That was literally my mic drop moment of the night.

      In fact, screw that, the year.

      What the hell was she?

      Female Sin Eaters existed, sure they did. But they didn't kill that way. In fact, male Sin Eaters didn't kill that way either.

      They didn't start chanting in some creepy old language that made the hairs at the back of my neck stand on edge. They didn't sing along as they beat the shit out of a Ghoul.

      Sin Eaters worked on downed Ghouls and entranced them. Although Eve might have been doing that with her singing, I didn't think so.

      Yet another puzzle.

      When the Ghouls were dead, and we were left with just under a dozen dead bodies in an alley, I was the first one to grunt out, "We're going to have to set them on fire."

      It was more relevant than discussing just how weird Eve was, yet again.

      We should really be used to her throwing this kind of shade our way, and there was zero point in even being huffy with her because I knew for a fact that she was as in the dark as we were where her talents were concerned.

      Every day with her was like watching a toddler take their first step.

      On repeat.

      Einstein said the definition of insanity was doing the same thing over and over again, and expecting a different result. Well, he’d never met Eve. We'd go around the bend if we ever imagined that Eve could be in any way normal.

      "On fire?" she rasped, her nose wrinkling as she dumped the Ghoul on the ground as easily as another woman might puff up a cushion on the sofa. "That's gross. And what if it stirs more interest in what's happening?"

      "You'd prefer the authorities to find a bunch of dead bodies in a back alley?" I retorted, folding my arms across my chest as I stared her down.

      It was then I realized she wasn't coated in blood.

      How the fuck she'd managed that, I wasn't sure.

      Because that was suddenly more important than anything else, I spluttered, "Why aren't you covered in blood?"

      She blinked then stared down at herself. "I don't know."

      "The song," Dre rasped, and he was back in his human form once more, the bear having been as controlled by Eve as the rest of us. "When she started singing it, the blood went away."

      Samuel frowned. "I feel fed."

      Eren rubbed his eyes. "You mean to tell me she used the Lorelei's song to take the blood to you?"

      "How the fuck is that even possible?" I rasped. Did that break the goddamn laws of physics?

      "I don't know," Stefan admitted, "but it's damn handy."

      I gaped at him. "That's creepy."

      He shrugged. "I've seen worse shit on the streets."

      Eve released a pained sound and she stepped toward Stefan, moving around corpses as though they weren't even there in an effort to reach him. She didn't stop until she was snuggled against him, and he stared at us, as bewildered as the rest of us as he curved his arms around her waist and held her tight. "I'm so sorry you had to go through that," she whispered.

      He patted her on the back gently, then smoothed over her hair in a way that seemed to soothe her. "It's all in the past," he crooned, then, after a few seconds, he tugged her ponytail around his wrist and shooting us all a look, mumbled, "You shouldn't have done this, Eve."

      She stiffened. "Done what? These bastards needed killing."

      Considering that was one of the worse curses I'd heard her use, I knew I wasn't the only one taken aback.

      "No. Of course not. I meant you should have let us handle the killing. You don't need to be stained with this shit, pui. It's not... this isn't what you're supposed to do."

      Though I agreed with him, his speaking Romanian had my eyes widening.

      "I've never heard anything more chauvinistic in all my life and I'm mated to Dre!"

      "Hey! I'm not a chauvinist!"

      "No, you're just a prick," Eve snapped, twisting in Stefan's hold to glower at him.

      I knew she was pissed at the way Dre was evading her, and I could empathize. Though being on the boat had been shit, the only bright spot had been the fact that all of us had finally been Chosen, all our souls were declared, and we’d been hanging around as a Pack.

      Well, save for Dre who’d hung around with the rest of us, but had only allowed himself to hang out when Eve was there every now and then. Like he was rationing his time with her or something.

      I wasn't sure what his game was, not when I'd watched him cling to her like she was a pacifier and he was a toddler when we'd escaped the Academy, and had slipped into the cave for shelter before we'd been taken to the yacht.

      Between then and now, he'd barely been in her presence unless we were all in the same room.

      Dre had his issues, we all knew that, but still. This was weirder than usual and considering our standard for weird had changed since Eve had made an appearance in our world, that was really saying something.

      Dre growled under his breath at her statement, though, but she ignored him to glower back up at Stefan. Slamming her hands against his chest, she groused, "I was more than capable of handling the situation."

      "And we'd know that how? Hell, since when did you know how to fight like that?" Reed threw in, folding his arms as he glared at her just as hard as she scowled back.

      In truth, it would have been funny as fuck if the situation weren't so disconcerting.

      "He's got a point, Eve," I inserted softly, not particularly wanting her ire when I wanted her to understand our concerns. She tensed at my words, but I raised a hand to hold her attention. "We've seen your outbursts, meu amor, but they haven’t happened often enough for us to know your skills in a fight." I shrugged. "You froze us in place without even warning us, then dealt with a situation that could have gotten you killed. Do you know what that would have done to us? How that would have wrecked us?"

      Her eyes widened at that and she began to gnaw on her bottom lip. She stopped tugging at Stefan's hold and, instead, sagged in his arms. "I'm sorry," she whispered.

      Because I hadn't expected an apology, I blinked at her. I wanted to sputter, 'Erm, what?' but I didn't. Couldn't. Because I knew that would irritate her again. Uncertain now, I murmured, "Please, just don't do it again without warning us."

      "I'll try." Eve shrugged. "It wasn't really me.”

      “Then who the fuck was it?” Dre growled, earning himself another glower from her.

      She cleared her throat, on edge at the question, but even uneasier with the answer if my guess was right. “I don’t know. It’s like there are two Eves sometimes.” Her brow puckered. “That’s the only way I can explain it.”

      Though she made no sense, equally, it made complete sense. We’d seen enough of Eve’s Jekyll and Hyde nature to realize that something shady was going on, and truth be told, it scared the fuck out of me.

      Sure, she had eight souls, but did that mean she was more unstable than sane?

      What if, when she hit twenty-one, she’d turn Ghoul? What the fuck would happen to us when our woman, the woman who Chose us, turned into the monsters we’d been trained to hunt down and slaughter since we were kids?

      I’d felt despair several times in my life. When my parents had dumped me at the local priest’s house, when the bastard had put me through another exorcism with no fear for what it was doing to me, and when I’d slit his throat to escape him and, like Stefan, had found myself out on the streets, except being homeless was a thousand times better than living with a man who thought I was infested with demons. Still, none of that matched the terror I felt at the prospect of losing Eve.

      But I knew she was right. There were two sides to her, and what was that if not crazy?

      Her words shook us all, and I knew I wasn’t the only one unsettled by her revelations since we were silently processing her words. As we broke out of our thoughts, we hustled into action, forcing our minds to focus on anything other than Eve and whatever was going down with her.

      Though she was right about it drawing attention, without being able to call in a cleanup team from Caelum’s UK HQ, our options were limited. Setting fire to the corpses felt wrong, considering the women were innocents and deserved a decent burial, but the damage to their bodies had to be hidden. Most Ghoul attacks were covered up, declared serial killings by sick fucks. Sick human fucks.

      Not just by us either.

      Sure, we dealt with the cover-ups, but so did high-ranking Ghouls.

      This massacre would be chalked up as some kind of occult attack, and it would be in the news for a week or two before being replaced with some stupid shit a royal did or some celebrity’s coke addiction. That was how human society worked.

      With the scent of charring flesh filling our nostrils, we ducked out of the alley and back toward the main street. As the scent grew stronger, Eve began to gag, and I couldn’t blame her. The smell was unique and all the more repulsive for it.

      By the time we hustled her into the limo, she’d buried her face in Samuel’s arm and was gently weeping. It didn’t take a mind reader to know her sorrow was for the innocents who’d died tonight.

      The journey to our accommodation was quiet and somber after that. Whatever we’d expected in the first hour on British soil, it wasn’t to walk face first into a Ghoul attack. And it sure as hell hadn’t involved Eve taking control and killing three Ghouls while we just hung around and watched.

      As we drove down a narrow, cobbled street, I wasn’t the only one who breathed a sigh of relief to be at our destination.

      Not having brought anything with us save for a handful of things we didn’t want Caelum to toss in the trash, we needed to go shopping, so there was no need to wait on getting our luggage out of the trunk. Dragging Eve out of the limo while Sam gave the driver a tip and helped him ‘forget’ our stopping nearby Ender’s Greasy Spoon—a Vampire’s ability to mesmerize came in damn handy at times like these—we found ourselves on a street that belonged in some cutesy British rom-com.

      The cobbles were old, but the houses were short and looked like expensive cottages. They were painted white, had bright colored doors, and low roofs and this particular street seemed to have an explosion of plants and potted trees decorating the sidewalks.

      “It’s a mews cottage,” Sam explained, as he headed toward the door to our place. He wiggled the key in his hand at Eve and, handing it to her, said, “The driver gave it to me—he works for the company who looks after this place for us.”

      She stared up at him and whispered, “It’s so cute.”

      His lips twitched. “I’m glad you think so, sweetheart.” He rubbed her back and murmured, “Let’s get you cleaned up and in bed. You need some rest. What you did—” His smile made an appearance this time, but it was tight and taut with worry. “It took a lot of energy.” I knew how hard those words were to form because, fuck, what else could he say?

      Eve averted her attention to the door and stuck the key in the lock while we shot each other looks, glances that said we’d be discussing this shit out of her earshot later.

      The place was small and cramped for eight of us, but for three or four people, it was more than ample. The hall opened up into a lounge and kitchen/dining area. There was a large L-seater sofa in front of a big screen TV. The kitchen was mostly silver, from its metal cabinets to the fridge and oven. Shit like the kettle and toaster were the only bright spots of color in the space, and they were a green so bright it hurt my eyes.

      Dre, Frazer, Reed, and Stefan sank onto the sofa, while Eren, Sam, and I peered around the place on the hunt for the stairs, which happened to be next to the kitchen. As I followed Eren and Sam, my brother turned back to me and said, “Go and talk with the others. We’ll get her settled.”

      I nodded, but I wasn’t particularly happy about being dismissed. Eve needed her Chosen, and though she was depending on Eren and Sam for shit that she should be relying on us all for, I figured now wasn’t the time to get into it.

      So, I stayed quiet, even though it burned me to do so, and decided that falling into this discussion was priority enough to turn on my heel and head to the fridge.

      Though I empathized with Eve about the stench of burning flesh, I was used to it. We all were. So, hitting up the fridge to see if it had been stocked up might have seemed cruel, but it was just the way of it. Tonight wasn’t our first Ghoul attack, nor would it be our last.

      More’s the pity.

      The second the rest of the Pack realized I had my head stuck in the fridge, they got to their feet and sauntered over to the counter, which separated the kitchen from the lounge and acted as the table. It had high counter stools that they slouched on, watching me haul shit out of the thankfully full fridge.

      I scowled at their eager faces and grumbled, “If you think I’m feeding you, you’re fucking stupid.”

      They grumbled back but made their own sandwiches from the stuff I put on the counter, and we were quiet as we chowed down. We’d last eaten on the boat, so we were fucking starving anyway, but I thought we’d all noticed that we were eating more now that Eve had worked her wiles on us.

      Halfway through sandwich number three, I mumbled, “You think she’s dangerous?”

      The four words sank into the atmosphere like bullets into flesh. They probably caused as much pain as those bullets would too. The fear was hitting us all, and trepidation had us lowering our sandwiches as we stopped stuffing our faces to contemplate exactly what was going on with our female.

      Reed rubbed a hand through his hair, then mused, “Do you know of any Ghouls who are mated?”

      His question resonated. “No. Not as far as I’m aware. They don’t mate, do they?”

      “How would we know?” Frazer countered. “The whole point is that they don’t get to be around others of their kind, so they have no chance of becoming anything other than Ghoul.”

      Dre shook his head. “That’s BS. Not every child like us turns Ghoul.”

      “No, just most of them.”

      We shared a grimace because the statistics were pretty shit. Without Caelum, without people like us around, and forced to depend upon the human meds that exacerbated our symptoms, there was little to no hope of a child not turning Ghoul.

      Before Caelum, it had been a sixty-thirty chance. The sixty being in our favor. But now? The tides had turned, and the trouble was, the humans were overpopulated. They kept on reproducing, creating a glut for the scourge to feast upon.

      The sandwich churned in my belly.

      “I doubt they’re capable of procuring a mate,” Reed said eventually, his gaze on the OJ he’d poured himself. “I mean, how could they? Everyone knows what it’s like when the souls start fighting. Imagine that on a constant basis. It’s enough to drive anyone insane on a regular day. For them, it’s no wonder they look for anything to dull the pain.”

      At the heart of every creature was the ingrained mixture of pity and revulsion for a Ghoul. We could so easily have been them, and that stirred our revulsion. But our pity was born from understanding the torment they’d had to endure.

      “Eve isn’t like us,” Dre added eventually, his tone as heavy as lead. “She has that eighth soul, and we had front-row seats to what she did today. She’s morphing the powers of all our souls.”

      “What was that shit with Samuel about?” Reed rasped, evidently preferring the direction of this conversation to the one mine had taken—none of us wanted to think about losing our mate.

      Eve had wandered into our world and like Little Bo Peep, we were her sheep, and no way in fuck was she getting rid of us.

      Just thinking about losing her made my soul rebel. The gouille had been calm ever since she’d Chosen him, ever since she’d made him hers that day on the stairs as she’d pushed me out of the sick bay in a wheelchair. And when, on the yacht, during our first lesson together, she’d made me a true Gargoyle? Both man and soul were beyond grateful for her.

      But more than that, we needed her.

      Each of Eve’s seven Chosen did.

      “The blood stuff?” Frazer nodded. “That was weird. She had to get blood on her. No way she couldn’t with that shit she pulled with the leg.”

      My nose crumpled. “That was gross.”

      “Cool, though,” Dre pointed out with a wicked grin.

      “Only you’d think that,” I retorted, but I smirked back at him because it was beyond badass. Like something from a zombie movie or some shit. “But yeah, she should have been covered with the way she was fighting the fuckers.”

      “So, what? She transferred the blood to Samuel by diffusion?” Frazer questioned skeptically.

      Dre snorted. “I can’t believe that. Shit doesn’t work that way.”

      “Aren’t we learning that nothing works how it should where she’s concerned? Maybe the eighth soul was behind it,” I reasoned uneasily. None of us liked calling the eighth soul the djinn, even though, with the whole wishing shit, that was pretty much an apt name for it.

      “Could be. All it makes me grateful for is the fact that Professor Anheim can see us tomorrow,” Reed murmured, and blew out a sharp breath. “We need help. We need to understand what’s going on with her arms, and we need to know what to do next.”

      “I can’t help but feel like we’ve crash landed in a movie with a treasure map or something. Those marks have to be a clue,” I muttered, shaking my head.

      “X marks the spot?” Frazer quipped with a faint smile.

      “Maybe,” Reed retorted, his eyes narrowing at Frazer’s mocking tone.

      “I think we should get some sleep too,” I suggested, glancing between the pair of them. The last thing we needed was for them to get into a fistfight while Eren and Sam were helping Eve get ready for bed.

      My words were the key we all needed to break the tension, because I knew everyone else was just as exhausted as me and tempers could easily run high.

      “Should we leave the food out for Eren and Sam?” Frazer asked, running a hand through his hair.

      “No. They’ll crash with Eve, and if they’re starving, they can raid the fridge. No need to let food go to waste,” Stefan replied.

      My lips curved at his predictable reply and I began gathering the stuff we’d eaten, and with the others, began to store it away.

      Within five minutes, we were all heading upstairs and, though the cottage was small, there were five bedrooms, each with twin beds.

      I’d have preferred cozying up to my mate for the night, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. And, where Eve’s well-being was concerned, I was glad she had Eren and Sam by her side. Eren, because it was unlikely he’d sleep and could watch over her, and if she had a nightmare, he’d wake her up. And Sam, because there was something so solid about him, so rational, and after what Eve had done and seen, she’d need a dose of both if the memories plagued her nightmares.
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      There was a light outside my window.

      It was amber and gleamed straight into the bedroom. My bed was puddled in the light, which revealed the entwined legs of my mates and I. I didn’t even have to turn my head to know who was there with me. I just knew it was Eren and Sam.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Eren’s whisper had me shifting slightly on the bed. “Nothing.”

      “Bad dreams?”

      “I should have had some, shouldn’t I?” But I hadn’t. What kind of monster did that make me? As I stared at the amber glow from the window, I asked, “What is that?”

      “The light?” When I hummed, he said, “It’s a streetlamp.”

      Something that everyone the world over took for granted, except for me. I’d noticed them earlier when we’d gone hunting Ghouls, but it was only now that I was in bed, resting, when I realized how invasive they were.

      Maybe for humans they were effective. But for me? I could appreciate their use, but I didn’t like how they bled into the room, cutting away the complete totality of the dark.

      “Want me to close the curtains?” he whispered, and I shook my head.

      “You’re not my slave, Eren.”

      “I’ll die your sex slave, Eve,” Samuel teased, his voice sleepy but choked with amusement.

      I narrowed my eyes at him and whacked him on the belly. “No dying allowed.”

      His lips curved. “I’ll try my best.”

      “So long as you do,” Eren tacked on wryly. “No more going Lara Croft on us, yeah?”

      “Tomb Raider.” I clicked my fingers. “I liked that movie.”

      Sam tensed. “Which one? The Angelina Jolie one or the new one?”

      I hummed. “The Angelina Jolie one.” I couldn’t withhold the grin. “Daniel Craig was in that one, and he’s cute.”

      Growling under his breath, Sam rolled on top of me, making me squeal with laughter. As I stared up at him, stared into his beautiful face with a mouth that looked like it was constantly sneering, and a brow that was continuously puckered, it was hard to remember that a few weeks back, I’d tried to break his nose.

      Reaching up, I tapped said nose and inquired, “Did I break it?”

      “When you hit me?” He shook his head. “Nope.”

      “Shame.”

      He bit off a laugh. “Bloodthirsty wench.”

      “If you’re going to punch, aim true and hard,” I informed him.

      “Who said that?” Eren asked around a laugh, his head tilting to the side as he looked at both of us. “Coach?”

      I snorted. “That chauvinist? Nope. Me. I said it.”

      “Look at you. The world’s next Confucius.”

      “Wheresoever you go, go with all your heart,” I quoted, the words slipping from my memory as easily as the sun shone over Caelum. “Actually, they’re pretty similar. I mean, his is a lot less violent but then, I doubt he was a creature.”

      “Who knows? He could have been. Back then, we didn’t have the best records. He could have been a contender,” Samuel joked.

      “More movie trivia?” I groaned, then reached up and covered my face with a forearm. “I have a distinct lack of a database on movie trivia.”

      “You say that like you’re a computer,” Eren teased, his hand coming up to tangle with the fingers attached to the arm I was using to hide from them.

      “I think I am sometimes. With the way I remember stuff, it makes me feel like one.”

      “That will come in handy before too long,” Samuel pointed out.

      Eren agreed, “You read as much of the N-Files as possible, didn’t you?”

      “I did,” I replied with a huff. “I learned a lot of information about a few of the Great British nests.”

      “Nowhere else?” Samuel asked.

      I shrugged. “That’s where the teacher was focused on.”

      “I wonder if I could access the databases for you to read up on them remotely.” He shifted position, leaning so his belly pressed into mine, and considering our legs were tangled, and I could feel his cock, that had me softening in ways I really didn’t want to tonight.

      Thankfully, though, Samuel was curious and that meant his focus had shifted. If anyone was like me, it was him. He couldn’t remember everything he’d ever read, not like I could, but he was close. He had an affinity with languages and knew how to get whatever he wanted when he was hooked up to the internet.

      Whether it was illegal or not.

      “Is there much point at the moment?” Eren countered. “It’s not like we’re going Ghoul hunting—”

      “You mean like we didn’t tonight?” Sam cocked a brow at us both. “Ghouls are everywhere. You know it, I know it. We’re going to come across them, and it’s handy to know what we’re dealing with.”

      “Didn’t you have to study the N-Files?” I retorted with a huff.

      “Some, but not like the females do. Males are for fighting,” he told me, but I heard the laughter in his voice. “Don’t tell anyone at Caelum that you managed to beat three Ghouls while holding your seven mates in stasis, yeah? God forbid we wreck the patriarchy’s view on womanhood.”

      I snickered, because he and Stefan were always coming out with shit about the Man, and the patriarchy, arguing over human and creature rights alike. For people who possessed penises and not a vagina, I was coming to realize that women’s rights bothered them more than they did me, an actual woman.

      But then, that was what happened when you were raised having no rights and no voice.

      You grew accustomed to it, and the very worst that could happen didn’t seem so bad, and yes, I was aware of how stunning an indictment that was against the New Order…

      I heaved upward, pushing him off me so I could sit up properly. With my knees bent, I stared over at the window with the light that continued to fascinate me. “When I was at home and we needed the bathroom, there were outhouses on the demarcation line of the compound. We used to have to use them whether it was sunny or pitch-black, freezing or boiling hot.” I pointed to the light. “They would have been very useful back then.”

      Eren’s hand came up to squeeze my shoulder. “I’m glad you’re here with us and not there.”

      I wanted to say that I was too, but… “Even if I’m turning into a Ghoul?”

      Both men stiffened, but it was Samuel who murmured, “There’s no empirical evidence to prove that.”

      My lips quirked. Empirical evidence. See? Who’d say that if they weren’t AI? I’d check for circuit boards if he wouldn’t take it the wrong way and think I’d gotten mixed up with his erogenous zones again—and yes, that was as embarrassing as it sounded.

      “Considering we’re working blind on all fronts, I’d say we have no idea on any front as to what’s happening. But I saw the way you all reacted when I said it wasn’t me who was in control. You were all scared. I could scent it.”

      Eren blew out a breath. “It’s disconcerting how you can tug on all our powers at once, Eve, that’s for damned sure.” He shot Sam a look. “Scenting is a Were talent. On a…” He stared at me. “What are you today?”

      “The gouille is mostly in charge today.” The keyword there being ‘mostly.’

      Ever since I’d come across the guys, had started Choosing them and then turning them, the lines had begun to blur. So, while the gouille shone a little brighter in my psyche today, there wasn’t that much difference between her and the rest.

      That was why I was concerned. Even if they weren’t fighting, weren’t struggling for space in the tight confines of my soul, it couldn’t bode well, could it? When the creatures could overtake me, as well as overpower my mates like they had in the alley?

      Eren’s hand moved over to cup the back of my neck. “We’ll figure it out, Eve.”

      His words and tone were reassuring, but I wasn’t soothed. How could I be?

      “The appointment’s at ten tomorrow, isn’t it?” I asked instead, scampering over the sheets because I wasn’t going to be able to sleep unless the curtains were closed. Something I hated, because I liked waking up in the morning with the sunlight coming in to greet me.

      “Yes. It’s about thirty minutes away from here.”

      I hummed in pleasure, accepting that we could sleep in for a little while. The days started early at Caelum, but over the last two weeks, our six AM starts had morphed into ten AM.

      Shutting the curtains, I stared out into the sleeping street. It was neatly appointed, and I really liked the little stones that paved the road, even if they were hard to walk on. The building parallel to this one was like a mirror image, except for the fact its door was red and not navy, and they didn’t have as many flowers and plants decorating it.

      Peering up at the sky, I saw that there were no stars in sight, and with a glum sigh, I returned to the bed. I didn’t bother to get under the covers, though, I stayed on top. I wore Eren’s shirt from yesterday because it scented of him, and I was warm enough with both of them on either side of me.

      “Are you going to get some sleep?” I questioned Eren.

      “I’ll try.”

      He said that every night, and every morning, he appeared even more wrecked than the night before.

      There had to be a way to calm him. To lull him into experiencing a dreamless sleep.

      As Sam sighed and curled onto his side, he hugged me to him so my butt was curved into his body. He was too warm, but I was growing used to that as well.

      Staring at Eren, who was messing around on his phone again with the lights from the screen illuminating his face in a way that augmented the lines of fatigue, I began to hum. A soft, low sound I remembered Merry, the recruiter from Caelum, singing from before, when she’d let my entire compound drift to sleep so we could escape the New Order with little to no fuss.

      The second I hummed it, both men stiffened. And not in a good way either.

      Samuel wriggled slightly, but he pressed his face into my throat and snuggled deeper into me. Eren, on the other hand, twisted to look at me. “What are you doing?”

      I ignored him and began to sing. The words falling from my lips, the tune escaping me as though I’d heard the song more than once.

      “As the darkness falls,

      And the warmth beckons,

      Jenny seeks you in her calm embrace,

      And as her arms enfold you tightly,

      The need to be at one overtakes,

      The rest you need is all she gifts,

      With her loving touch and her gentle kiss…”

      The lullaby had Eren shifting in bed, but I sensed him fighting the pull of my Lorelei. Sensed his soul’s displeasure at my controlling it. I ignored it, of course. Ignored his discomfort, ignored his choice because I knew why he was scared—the nightmares. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t sleep.

      He’d always woken up alone before.

      Now, he had me.

      I was there, just as Jenny from Merinda’s song, to take him in my calm embrace and soothe him from the horrible images that plagued his slumber.

      When he tumbled into sleep, both my men began to snore. As I listened to the house that squeaked and creaked slightly, from both old age and the pipes that fed the property, I tuned into the place where the souls were housed and touched upon each creature. Now I’d forced their creatures to become dominant, they each were linked now to their other half, and as I brushed against each one, they enabled me to sense my mates.

      They were all sleeping, all of them. Except for Nestor, who was also having a nightmare.

      Gently nudging him, and surrounding him with the warmth I wished I could give with my body, I urged him to restfulness and only closed my eyes with the intent to sleep when I felt him settle deeper into his slumber.

      Men were such a huge responsibility, but I was coming to realize there was nowhere else I’d rather be than here with them.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Stefan

      

      

      

      The scenic route in a taxi cost a small fortune. Not that the price mattered when Frazer or Samuel were picking up the tab. Did it make me feel like a piece of shit for freeloading off them? Kind of. But then I’d look at Eve and see how joyful she was, and I’d be reminded that we weren’t back at Caelum anymore. This wasn’t last year, fuck, it wasn’t even eight weeks ago. We were Pack now. Pack. That meant we shared everything.

      Money.

      A roof.

      A common enemy.

      Our woman.

      I had to admit that London in the daylight rocked. Last night, driving half asleep to our new place after coming across the Ghouls in the middle of their meat feast, I knew I wasn’t the only one who’d failed to see the city sights as we’d driven by. Now? It was crazy how close the mews cottage was to the center.

      The driver gave us a running commentary because he'd heard Frazer's voice and knew he was a Yank, as the driver had called him. Because of him, I knew when we were driving through Belgravia and on our way to Buckingham Palace itself. The crowds astonished me more than the palace if I were being honest, and even though I'd like to see how tough those Beefeaters were, I was even more eager to see Big Ben and the London Eye. According to the cabbie, Big Ben was closed for repairs, but we still saw it and pointed at it.

      Eve gasped when we came across the London Eye, and from the glint in Frazer's gaze, I figured we'd be on that ride before we left. Money was good for one thing—making our mate happy.

      Next came Covent Garden, or theater district as the driver called it, before we headed past St Paul's Cathedral. Next came Whitechapel, the stalking ground of Jack the Ripper. Had we been alone, I knew Eve would have asked if the bastard was a Ghoul, and though I wasn't sure, I knew enough about the prick's MO to figure that the perverted SOB was a Ghoul.

      After that, we hit Canary Wharf and the old docks. When we passed something called the Isle of Dogs, all of us got a laugh when Eve innocently asked if the place was inhabited by dogs. If she wasn't clever as fuck, I swear, I'd think she was a cookie short of a jar. That was pretty much the end of the road for us, and we had to leave the car and head down into a foot tunnel that took us under the River Thames itself or grab a ferry.

      As we waited for a ferry, Eve explored the Island Gardens, which were a neatly tended small park. On the opposite side of the bank, Google informed us, was our destination.

      The University of Greenwich was a shit ton grander than I’d anticipated, and I slung my arm across the back of the bench as I stared at it. It was ancient. At least, I figured it was. Two twin domes peered over the Thames, with a derogatory sneer at the ugliness of modernity in the form of ferries that sputtered pollution into the air, as well as the cars that drove past it, horns beeping and tires squealing.

      The short ride didn’t take long, and even though I felt sure Eve would get a kick out of it, she definitely had lost her sea legs in the short time we’d been back on land. As she was turning green, Frazer’s phone buzzed.

      “Yeah?”

      I cocked a brow at Frazer and, spying that he was on the phone, waited for him to speak. After a few nods and a couple of ‘sures,’ he murmured, “Professor Anheim will be waiting for us at the terminal.”

      “Talk about door-to-door service,” Samuel mocked, looking more po-faced than usual. Maybe that was from the river crossing or the fact that he was just feeling edgy from the answers we were hoping to gain today. Truth was, the bastard didn’t talk much unless he was talking Eve’s ear off and making her giggle over inane shit that—even though I was kind of jealous—also made me happy because when she smiled, it made me smile.

      This mate stuff was fucking complicated.

      Still, this was his stomping grounds, his town, and I knew the memories had to hurt. Especially since his family was still living and, if he wanted, he could head in for a visit.

      I understood why he couldn’t, why he’d made the choice he had. Most kids did. It didn’t matter if we had a loving family or not, when we went to Caelum, when we learned the truth, we learned we were freaks and accepted that our families just couldn’t love us.

      Maybe that was something we were too quick to believe but going from a regular world where you were considered insane to Caelum, a haven, was a welcome breath of fresh air. Plus, being entangled with a family who also believed you were crazy was just too much for many of us.

      Of course, I hadn’t had that problem, and while that sucked for me, I had to admit that it sucked harder for Samuel. To know you were loved? To know it and have the people still love and mourn you? I’d seen him watching them on his computer. Thought it was creepy as fuck, knew Reed and Frazer thought it was too, but they accepted him, and that was what we did.

      Not just Pack, but creatures.

      We accepted one another’s flaws because there was no one else who’d have our backs, and to be frank, I was pretty ashamed of how the brats in our year had treated Eve. We were outsiders in this world, and if we didn’t look out for one another, it made us real monsters. Not just the ones humans thought we were.

      The brisk wind stopped Eve from puking, I reckoned, but her legs were wobbly as she staggered off the ferry and onto the terminal. It was hard to credit the kickass fighter from last night with this one, and my lips curved as she shuddered in my arms, clinging to me because it was either that or tumble to the ground when I caught her and helped keep her upright.

      When I knew she was better, I went to pull back, but she snuggled harder into me. I wasn’t about to complain so I let her embrace me—fuck, I embraced her back. She nuzzled her face against my chest and whispered, “Stefan?”

      Frowning at the fear in her voice, I asked, “What is it, love?”

      “I’m not sure.” A few weeks ago, I knew that answer would have been the truth. And while there was still so much uncertainty around what she could do, I had a feeling her words were a lie.

      “Talk to me,” I murmured back.

      “It’s hard. I just… I’m scared.” I knew it took a lot for her to admit that. I wasn’t even sure what could scare Eve, considering last night she’d walked up to those Ghouls as though they were just gangbangers waving guns around, not monsters with their hands gut-deep in human flesh.

      This woman was a world of contrasts. To be fair, I figured that was what was needed in a Pack of seven men. There was always someone she’d confuse and always a mate who would be turned on by whatever had caused that confusion in a Pack brother.

      I rubbed a hand down her spine, loving how she cuddled into me. “We’re there for you. No matter what.”

      Her swallow was almost audible, and it had me pulling back, even when she tugged me harder into her arms as though trying to escape my searching her features for answers she wasn’t willing to verbally give me.

      “What if I’m a monster?”

      “We discussed this last night,” Samuel interjected, his tone so brisk I wanted to smack the shit out of him. Couldn’t he see she was distraught already without him talking to her like a schoolteacher to a naughty kid in his class?

      Although… wait.

      Last night?

      Fuck.

      We seriously needed a huge bed, one we could all sleep in if pillow talk was about shit that mattered. Corralling my thoughts away from how big a bed would need to be for eight people to fit, and if that wasn’t, in fact, a room, I grumbled, “You’ve already talked about this?”

      “Yes. And it’s ridiculous. Isn’t it?” Samuel said, his tone stern again.

      Eve’s mouth pursed into a mutinous line that had my own quirking. Rebellion was imminent, and I could almost see the cogs starting to whir as her temper caught the better of her.

      Far preferring her to be riled up than sad, I shot Samuel an approving look. Not even by the blink of his eye did he convey his own amusement, but I sensed it nonetheless.

      Before any of us could say another word, there was a soft clearing of a throat, and we turned and saw a man and woman standing in the ferry terminal. They had raincoats on, which even this street rat knew was Burberry, and the jewels on the woman’s wrist and throat spoke of even more wealth. I’d have picked the guy’s pockets if I’d still been on the streets.

      These were walking marks. I just wasn’t sure if they knew it.

      Around fifty, the pair of them had softly graying dark hair, skin that was lightly creased, and a countenance that looked, I bullshit you not, wise. But their eyes? They were young. I wasn’t sure what I even meant by that, except for the glisten in them was fresh and dewy, and in no way rheumy with old age.

      As I peered closer with each step I took toward them, hauling Eve along with me with Sam at my back, I began to wonder if they were wearing some kind of disguise. It was a good one, but something about it made me think it wasn’t real.

      Like their hair was dusted with powder to look gray, and their skin was made up to look lightly wrinkled... but that was beyond strange, and trust me, I knew what strange was now.

      They just looked too young for a middle-aged couple, and no amount of surgery could reap that particular miracle. I didn’t care how rich they were.

      When our Pack’s attention was aimed on them, Dr. Anheim held out his hand. Frazer and I stepped forward, but I ceded to Frazer, just this fucking once, because we were only here thanks to his connections and Samuel’s smarts. I wasn’t sure how the two of us would duke it out over leadership, but now wasn’t the time for a pissing contest.

      After greeting Frazer, he shook my hand, and while he was introducing himself to me, Frazer was greeting Anheim’s wife. Which, of course, was Dr. Anheim. That wasn’t about to get boring, was it?

      When we’d all been introduced, the lady doctor murmured, “I’m Avalina. My husband is Bartlett. It’s easier to call us by our given names.” Well, that solved that problem.

      Bartlett said, “If you’d like to follow us to our offices? We can speak privately there.” As he spoke, his gaze drifted back to Eve, who’d been quiet ever since she’d shaken their hands. Quieter than usual, I meant. I figured Bartlett had gathered she was the one with the new ink since she was the only girl in the group and the picture of the arm we’d sent, with the ink on it, had belonged to a woman.

      As I looked at her, really looked, I saw her pale features were blanched of all color. I hauled her back to my side and hugged her against me. “What’s going on with you?” I whispered as we followed the doctors down the path from the terminal.

      She gulped but shook her head, her gaze trained anywhere but on me. Irritation swirled inside me, but it wasn’t like we could have it out here in the middle of the street, was it? And what a street. I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen anything like this place.

      Everything felt old. From the path we were walking on to the trees that lined it. The sun was still low as it was early, but it shot dappled light and waves of warmth from under the canopy. We passed a building to the left, and I heard Avalina tell Eren, “It’s the National Maritime Museum. The Cutty Sark is just around the corner. It’s the last clipper of its age. Carried tea from Asia to Britain during the Victorian era—”

      I wasn’t sure if I’d ever seen so many old buildings clustered around, and there were huge lawns that had students lazing about on them. It was, Samuel had assured us this morning, unseasonably warm, so it figured why some of the chicks were sunbathing and sitting on the still-damp grass over blankets as they read and caught up with their studies.

      As I stared at the sight, I almost sighed over how normal it all was. I wasn’t sure anything could have ever made me feel weirder than I already knew I was.

      Sex was a form of energy for me, for Christ’s sake, and while I was certain these students were all older than me, I felt like I had a thousand years on them in experience.

      They didn’t know their last day could be around the corner in the form of a creature that belonged in their nightmares. But I did. And I’d killed some of those creatures to save the asses of people like these.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I blinked at Eve’s question. “When I asked you that, you ignored me.”

      She sniffed. “I’m allowed to ask it back, aren’t I?”

      Because I didn’t want to fight, and I knew she’d tell me eventually what was wrong—even if I had to spank it out of her—I just said, “You ever feel really old?”

      That had her blinking. “I’m eighteen.”

      “So? You can still feel old. Don’t tell me you don’t know what I’m talking about.”

      She scrunched her nose. “When you all play on that Xbox thing, I feel very wise. Not old. Does that count?”

      I snickered and hugged her to me, grateful she hadn’t clung onto Eren as was becoming a habit of hers, but had come to me for some lovin’. “Yeah, that counts. But we’ll get you hooked on that shit one of these days. We just have to find the right game.”

      Her snort said she didn’t think that would ever happen, but hell, she’d yet to play Grand Theft Auto. I could imagine her getting a buzz out of the car chases in that game.

      Making a mental note to buy the latest GTA so we could play it at some point, I murmured, “This is such a normal place, and it’s been a long time since I’ve been anywhere that reminds me of how removed we are.”

      A hum escaped her. “You’re right. We don’t fit in here.”

      “No.” I blew out a breath. “We don’t.”

      When Eren appeared at her side, I shot him a look, surprised to note that the shadows under his eyes were there, but a little less black than usual. When he cocked a brow at me, I shrugged.

      “You look less exhausted than usual,” I commented.

      A giggle escaped Eve, and I knew right then and there that I’d pay a fucking fortune to hear that over and over again until the end of my days.

      Fingers crossed that was when I was old and gray. Well, older and grayer than the Anheims, at any rate.

      “I made him sleep.”

      Eren grunted. “You cheated.”

      I blinked. “How did she cheat?”

      “She sang to me.”

      “Oh.” My lips twitched. “It worked, so why are you complaining?”

      “He didn’t even have a nightmare,” Eve butted in, sounding proud of herself.

      Considering she had reason to be, I gaped at her and told her, “That’s fucking brilliant news!” Then, as it hit me, I whispered, “Hang on, you used the Lorelei to sing him a lullaby?”

      She winced. “It’s getting easier to call on each creature.”

      Her admission couldn’t have come at a worse time, because we weren’t alone to discuss it, and we were about to enter the university. We’d been walking down a graveled path at the side of an epic building that towered a good forty feet over us. Windows lined the wall, each one made up of a tiny rectangle of glass that glittered in the morning light. At her words, however, we approached a curved step that led to four more and an entrance portico.

      After being scanned by security with wands, we crossed a floor made up of black-and-white checkerboard tiles. It kind of reminded me of Caelum, truth be told. With its tall ceilings and walls loaded with different paintings, mostly oil, and of a variety of subjects.

      There wasn’t much to look at, though, before Bartlett had approached a door. He opened the carved mahogany and waved us in.

      Eve wasn’t the only one who released a hiss at the sight of his office. It was like nothing I could have imagined. Wall to wall bookshelves that were over three times my height, and on the ceiling, a bright blue cupola made the room feel as though it were outside.

      Well, outside if angels were peering over the molding like innocent Peeping Toms.

      In front of a bay window, parallel to each other, there were two large desks that were overflowing with paperwork, and two thin laptops buzzed into being as the two doctors sat behind their desks and logged on.

      When Frazer cleared his throat, Bartlett waved a hand. “We’re used to people gaping at our office. Let us just check our emails and you can absorb it.”

      His interest faded before he even finished the sentence, and I had to hide a laugh at Frazer’s disgruntled expression—he definitely wasn’t used to being ignored.

      But the doctor’s reasoning made sense. It was impossible not to be impressed with the office. Thousands of books gleamed with vitality as they were stacked between rich, golden brown shelves. Certain segments, sometimes two or three stacks, were topped by a crest that was loaded with a letter, and the room was so tall, it had two floors with a mezzanine landing!

      Overhead, the blue ceiling was decorated with gilt and lighter blues so it felt like the sky, but also, as though it were an extension of the library itself. Painted books were drawn above the shelves and were stacked around the angels as though they’d been reading before someone had rudely interrupted them.

      “It’s beautiful,” Eve breathed, finally deciding now was the moment to pull away from me so she could tilt her head back and stare at the beauty overhead.

      And while she wasn’t wrong, as I stared at her, I knew the true meaning of beauty as I beheld her glorious face.

      Everything about Eve called to me.

      It wasn’t just a sexual attraction thing, although that helped, it was just her. She was simple and complicated, and the two contrasts just riled me up inside.

      After we’d all finished gaping at the library—and trust me, this kind of stuff wasn’t my bag, but even I was impressed—Bartlett cleared his throat and shut down his computer. Avalina turned in her swivel chair to face us too, and she motioned to the two sofas that were lined up with each of their desks.

      It was a tight fit, but we all took a seat, and in the end, Eve nestled on my lap, and I wasn’t about to complain about that, was I?

      Curling my arms around her was pretty fun, considering she kept wriggling and trying to sit upright.

      “Stop fighting it,” Reed teased her under his breath, and since we were beside him, she tensed, but didn’t concede defeat until she huffed and sagged into me.

      “Much better,” I joked, squeezing her for a second.

      There was a twinkle in Avalina’s eyes that told me she was amused, but Bartlett’s stony features made paper look expressive.

      Considering this was Frazer’s show, I let him take point. I wasn’t really sure where we were even going with this though. How could a pair of bookworms help us with what was going on with Eve’s body and mind?

      “In the pictures you sent, they were on the girl, yes?” Bartlett asked, tilting his head to the side. When Eve nodded, he hummed. “And what triggered this manifestation?”

      “Look, we’re not interested in why, we want to know what they mean,” Frazer clarified, his tone commanding as he glared at Bartlett. He was coming on hot and heavy, but I understood. With academic sorts, you had to take control of a situation. They were more interested in the whys than anything else sometimes, and we didn’t have answers for them.

      ‘Umm, yeah, we walked through a pair of special gates that are actually a portal and she got an electric shock and turned into a Christmas tree afterward.’ That was really going to go down well.

      “Sometimes to understand what something means, you need to know the root of its appearance,” Avalina stated, her tone calm. Harmonious. It had me tipping my head to look at her, and where on Bartlett’s face there was no expression, hers was lively with curiosity. Her eyes were sparkling as though she were happy, and she’d begun edging forward in her seat as though she were unable to contain herself.

      In all honesty, it gave me the creeps. What the fuck did she have to be happy about?

      Wondering if this was some kind of trap and we’d just walked straight into it, I questioned everything we’d been aiming toward for the past two weeks. Once we’d made sure Eve knew we were traveling toward an end goal that might help explain the glow, the lights on her body had dimmed substantially. As though they accepted the fact that we weren’t ignoring them, and we were being proactive about it too. Because, yeah, light energy had feelings and knew whether to get pissy or not.

      I ran a hand over my head, inadvertently jostling Eve on my knee. My fingers brushed her arm and the unnatural heat coming off her made me wonder if she was lit up again. The thick plaid shirt she wore—one of Nestor’s this time—covered her ink up like a charm, but I was certain when she’d been glowing before, it hadn’t given off any heat.

      “Well, we don’t know why the ink appeared,” Frazer replied to the professor, and it wasn’t that much of a lie either. We didn’t have a fucking clue why Eve had reacted to the portal when none of us had. “Just that it did.”

      Bartlett grunted. “May we see the tattoo?”

      His irritation with us was almost amusing, and I had to admit that, for a couple who specialized in creepy shit, they didn’t give off weird vibes. Nor did their office. Perhaps I was prejudging them, but I’d anticipated skulls and shit everywhere, and old books tossed in cobwebs. Not an office that would have made a prince proud.

      I helped push Eve onto her feet, copping a sneaky feel while I was there, and though she caught my eye and promised death with that glance, she made no other mention of the way I’d squeezed her gorgeous ass cheek.

      Underneath her shirt, she wore a simple tank top. The scooped neckline showed too much of her tits—a complaint I was only making because she wore the flannel to cover them for the professors—and thin straps that revealed every ounce of the newly marked flesh.

      When she began unfastening the buttons, I was certain the professors were going to start salivating which, yeah, was definitely odd. But when she tossed her shirt at me, revealing her ripe curves in the white tank, her delicious ass in the yoga pants she continuously wore, Avalina and Bartlett appeared to stop salivating. If anything, their eyes rounded, and a tremor whispered through them as they gaped at my woman.

      Bartlett remained in place, but Avalina got to her feet.

      That he stayed, lessened my tension some, but after last night, I realized how fucking stupid of me that was. I’d watched Eve use a leg as a javelin… All while her men had been frozen in a stasis worthy of Star Trek.

      Avalina might be deadlier than her husband for all we knew.

      I sat up, readied myself for any attack, and saw that my brothers were all as on edge as me. It was scary to think, but Eve represented so much for us now that I knew we were going to drive her crazy for the rest of our lives. She was our walking world, and I wasn’t altogether certain she knew that yet.

      With an ease of movement that belied her apparent age, Avalina approached Eve and whispered, “May I?”

      Eve nodded and raised her arm so the woman could better see the markings. Avalina began to trace the ink, and though Eve shivered as though the move tickled her, she didn’t pull back or jerk away, so I relaxed some.

      As the professor studied the ink, I frowned when she began to speak in a language that sounded vaguely reminiscent of tongues but wasn’t. It was kind of like speaking English but listening to Shakespeare. You recognized it, but some of the words were just weird.

      The thing with tongues was that it was about our integration into whichever culture deemed necessary. It was like an internal translator, letting us speak the local language, while remaining impossible to understand when we wanted to maintain our secrets when we spoke amongst each other. No one knew of our language outside of Caelum, so that Avalina was whispering it?

      I shot to my feet and grabbed Eve, hauling her back against me as I shoved the shirt at her. “You’re from Caelum,” I grated out, trying to sense if the husband and wife duo were creatures or not, but I could discern very little about them. They were odd. And that was the kindest way to put it.

      The others had my back as we began edging out of the room. The professors had answers we needed and storming out wasn’t an option, but we didn’t have to leave ourselves open to an attack either.

      The instant we began backing away, Avalina’s hands moved into the ‘white flag’ position. Bartlett pushed to his feet and moved behind her, cupping her shoulders, and keeping his own hands on display at the same time.

      “You don’t feel like creatures,” Samuel rasped, his tone thick with confusion.

      “That’s because we’re not,” Bartlett replied, then his chin dropped. “We’re much more than that.”
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      In my life, I’d experienced that sensation of ‘coming home’ far too few times to count. Honestly, that made me unhappy, but it also disturbed me on a visceral level that I felt it when Bartlett looked at me.

      He didn’t sneer at me, didn’t look at me lewdly. There was great interest in his eyes, but there was also something that made me feel connected to him. Like he knew me already. Like I knew him.

      “What are you?” I whispered, and I surprised Stefan by jerking out of his arms and pushing myself forward before any of my men could stop me.

      They were all overprotective, and sometimes, I liked that. Sometimes, when that other side of my soul wasn’t in command, I needed that. But on occasions like these, where I felt on fire with the strangeness in me?

      No.

      I didn’t need protecting.

      It was like my Supergirl persona kicked into high gear or something, and I had no other way of describing it, because it was as perplexing as it sounded.

      “What are you?” I repeated, but this time, I was so much closer to them. Avalina was unusual. I’d sensed that from the start. When they’d approached us at the ferry terminal, I’d known the pair were more than they seemed, but it was Bartlett who felt right to me.

      Who felt like someone I needed to know.

      With my repeated question, I aimed my focus at Bartlett, not Avalina. While I felt sure she had some answers to questions I might have, Bartlett was like me. The only trouble was, I wasn’t sure what I was, so how I knew that about him, I couldn’t say.

      “We are the first.”

      “The first?” Dre scoffed. “The first what?”

      I blinked at his voice, and realized then how quiet he’d been since we’d left the yacht. Heck, since that stupid kiss I’d instigated back in his cactus garden at Caelum. I knew he was flailing, trying to find his place, but we all were, and it wasn’t aided by him intentionally keeping his distance from me.

      That needed to stop.

      Now.

      The thought was a roar in my head, and I gulped and tried to rein my feelings back in so I could focus. I didn’t need to be thinking about Dre when there was a man here who had answers to questions I’d never even thought about forming.

      “The first of everything,” Bartlett murmured. My gaze drifted to his hands, which cupped his wife’s shoulders. I stared at the strong knuckles and the long fingers that were covered in youthful skin. There were no age spots, no wrinkles.

      I glanced at his face, saw the lack of lines there too, and couldn’t stop myself from asking, “How old are you?”

      “As old as time itself,” Avalina responded, drawing my attention her way.

      I blinked at her. “What does that even mean?”

      “Time is a relative concept,” Bartlett explained. “It matters only to humans. Animals register the ticking of the clock only in the passage of days. Of the sun rising and setting, the moon soaring and falling. To us, each moment counts, and that is how old we are.”

      “Anyone else feel like they’re in a National Treasure movie?” Reed groused, but I ignored him even though the shuffling of feet behind me told me that the others were in a semblance of agreement.

      “I think you should start from the beginning,” I whispered, staring straight into Bartlett’s eyes, and not letting him hedge on this, not letting him shift focus.

      “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God,” he intoned, his lips gently curving as he made the mocking statement. One I’d heard so many times over the years in Bible study back at the compound, one that resonated with me on a different level because of what he was saying.

      “Wait,” I whispered, “You are the first of everything…” Shaking my head, I continued, “No. It can’t be.”

      “Can’t be what?” Reed demanded, and he stormed over to me, coming to hold me as Bartlett held Avalina. Having him at my back was a welcome sensation, and it filled me with strength.

      Bartlett tipped his head to the side as he cast a glance at the men in the room, then focused back on me. “Eve came first, not Adam,” he said matter-of-factly. “She was not born of my bone, but she was the life giver in more ways than she just helped bear the next generations.”

      My throat felt thick. “Why are you telling us this?” I’d asked him to explain, but what he was saying made no sense.

      “So, you understand, of course.” He pursed his lips. “I sensed you before. Sensed you when I was in the States a few months ago.” He laughed a little. “There are so few of us, and even though it puts us at risk of coming under Caelum’s umbrella, I had to help you.”

      “What do you mean? You’re not working with Caelum?” Reed asked, tone insistent, his arms bunching as tension filled him. His Hell Hound was in full force at the moment, and while I could have soothed him, all my focus was on what Bartlett was telling me. What he wasn’t saying even though he was talking, spilling words that were couched in shadows when I needed the spotlight on the truth.

      “No.” Avalina’s laugh was a small tinkle. “Though Nicholas is one of our sons.”

      I could feel my mates’ bewilderment as Avalina spoke of the principal of Caelum.

      “If you’re related, then why don’t you work with Caelum?” I queried.

      “Because our place is not to interfere with the lives of the many,” Bartlett intoned, and though he came across as a pompous jerk, I knew they were words he’d had to utter often, and each time had pained him.

      Those shadows were back. In his eyes. In his heart. I sensed them and hurt with him at their presence.

      “But Nicholas can?” Eren asked, and he was the first of my men to take a seat on the sofa once more. I wasn’t surprised. Eren was the calmest of us all, the least hotheaded. Within minutes of him taking a seat, the others joined him, sitting down for story time with the ‘Elders.’

      Unlike the others, I didn’t. I remained standing. I wasn’t sure why I needed to, just knew that if I was standing, it would be easier to run…

      “Nicholas shouldn’t, but there are many things we shouldn’t do and yet we do.” Avalina shrugged. “I understand his ethos. It is one I wish I could involve myself in, but we don’t. We can’t. Bartlett contacting Merinda was an issue, but I understood why. We come across Jannah once in a blue moon.”

      “Jannah?” I repeated, frowning at the word, one that was completely new to me.

      Bartlett smiled. “What you and I are.” He waved a hand that encompassed the men and murmured, “They are majnūn. They are the flowers from our seeds. Jannah are God’s children themselves—eight creatures housed in one soul.”

      My mouth felt so dry that it hurt to lick my lips. “God’s children?” I squeaked.

      He nodded. “When Eve was born, Adam was God’s gift to her. She had a world to settle,” he said, squeezing his wife’s arm, “a world to populate. She couldn’t do that alone, and so Adam was born.”

      “Why do you speak in the third person?” Reed asked, his voice low.

      “Because those people died a long time ago. The people standing here today are Avalina and Bartlett. We’ve lived nine lives, led nine different incarnations. Adam and Eve were the first, but these are our last.”

      “What do you mean?” Eren questioned, sitting up and making the leather Chesterfield beneath him creak as he did so.

      “This was our last chance. When we die this time, we will die for good.”

      There was no sadness in Bartlett’s tone, not even resignation. If anything, I believed I heard excitement, and I supposed that made sense.

      God only knew—literally—how long this man and woman had lived, and I could only imagine how tired they were.

      “I think you should begin at the beginning,” Frazer suggested, his tone commanding but polite. I hadn’t heard him get up, but when I felt his hand on my elbow, I didn’t pull away.

      “Will you sit, Eve?” Bartlett asked, his eyes and attention wholly on me. “We mean you no harm. If anything, we have answers for you.”

      Because I sensed the truth in him, I allowed Frazer to tug me onto his lap. Unlike Stefan, he didn’t cop a feel, as Samuel called it, but he did hold me tight in his grasp. That was good, though, because I felt as though I was on the brink of shattering into a thousand pieces and like only he and the rest of my mates were the glue that could keep me together.

      Was I surprised when Bartlett stepped back from Avalina, grabbed her desk chair, and brought it over so it was closer to us? Not really. What did surprise me was when he hauled Avalina onto his lap as Frazer had me, and she snuggled into him, as happy as a cat in front of a fire.

      Bartlett cleared his throat as he slipped his arm around his wife’s waist and said, “God gave the life giver—Eve—the Jannah—myself—as a means of creating a world where we could all live. I was born with the ability to grant her the things she needed most. While she might believe she needs a pair of Louboutins now, she doesn’t, and that is why she won’t receive it. The wishes are God-granted, and He decides what is gifted and what isn’t.

      “However, I’m getting ahead of myself. Before I even knew about this ability, Eve and I lived in the Garden of Eden. We were happy, content, but as is the way of humans, we grew bored and unappreciative.”

      Avalina whispered, “I fell into temptation, and that was the beginning of the end.”

      Bartlett rubbed his wife’s arm. “We were born to fall, Ava. You know that.” Her jaw tightened, and she turned her face away from us. Her guilt was as prevalent now as though she’d eaten the apple yesterday, and not thousands of years or more earlier. “The second Eve ate the apple, she introduced Satan into her body. We didn’t know that at the time, were just aware that life had forever changed when we were tossed out of the Garden.

      “And though we were terrified,” he admitted, shuddering, his fear a real thing, “when Eve wished for the sweet nectar of juice to quench her thirst as we baked under the sun’s rays for the first time in our existence, it appeared. Right before us.”

      My brow puckered. “Wait. So, God knew you were going to be tempted and made you Jannah so you’d have something to safeguard the pair of you outside of Eden?” I inquired softly, wondrous at the generosity inherent in that act. God’s knowledge that man and woman were born to fall hadn’t stopped him from gifting them a safety net of incredible proportions.

      “Yes. It didn’t take us long to realize what was happening. We wished to return home, back to Eden, but that didn’t work. We wished to return to the moment before Eve ate the apple, nor did that work. But when we wished for shelter from the sun and water to quench our thirst? A river was sprung, and trees began to grow along its banks.” His tone grew hoarse with the memories. “Those days were difficult. It’s hard to believe that we survived them, even if that was what we were born to do. To become survivors, to create the world under God’s hand.” He swallowed thickly. “We created our first home. It was remarkably like Eden, but could never be as beautiful. We realized that we could live, that we had food in our bellies and water for our thirst. The wishes didn’t dry up, but they became more specific. We were never allowed to rest on our laurels with them.”

      Ava pulled a face. “What he means is we couldn’t just wish for the oxen that had been born from our wish, to die and be butchered for us. We had to work for it. Once we had the means of surviving, of creating life, we could no longer rely upon Adam’s abilities.”

      “I guess that makes sense. You would have grown bored as you did in Eden, would have stopped appreciating the gift He’d given you, and the cycle would begin again,” I concluded.

      Ava’s lips twitched. “You are wiser than I was at that time. I was very resentful and was a horrible woman to be around. Especially when I had my first child and, though I wished for relief from the pain, I was never granted it.”

      “Woman’s punishment,” I whispered, then quoted from Genesis, “I will intensify your labor pains; you will bear children with painful effort.”

      “Yes,” Avalina grunted. “The punishment was very real and very horrendous. I’d never experienced the like before or since. That first dose of pain was a wake-up call, I suppose. When my first son was born, it almost marred the joy of the moment. And when I was pregnant with my second son, I was terrified. It wasn’t as bad, but only because I was prepared for it.” She sucked down a shaky breath, and I felt for her, wished I had the right to reach for her hand and hold it, squeeze it with mine to give her comfort.

      She’d done wrong, and though God had protected her in many ways, he’d still punished her. Still found ways to ensure that man was tested.

      “It’s important that I clarify something. We weren’t the first children on Earth, but we were the first of God’s children with his intent inside us. We didn’t create the first township on the planet, nor did we give birth to the first child to walk these lands. At the time, there was early man. Evolution played a huge part in the creation story, and that is who our own children had congress with. With whom they bore the first of the children who would truly populate this realm with the inference of creating a society,” Bartlett explained.

      “We didn’t look as we do now,” Ava joked. “Let’s just put it that way. Evolution does and always will play a huge role in all we do.”

      As we nodded our understanding, Bartlett sucked in a breath and carried on, “So, while we believed that all was well, it wasn’t. We bore seven sons, no more and no less, not in this incarnation or any other. Just seven. They were well. Hale and hearty. Beautiful creatures that continue to make me proud to this day for they still live. Most of our nearest kin do.

      “When Avalina and I merged together, we created the majnūn. They were the first of your kind,” Bartlett said, gesturing to the men. “Each one was the first Were, the first gouille, the first Vampire, etc. Because they were the first, we never thought anything of their abilities. There was no war in them, not like there is with creatures today. They were perfect, and now, I realize that was how each of God’s children was supposed to be. Majnūn. Before we corrupted everything, God’s plan was for us to sire only creatures.

      “But our infested seed, you see, was sowed in their children. Eve, when she bit into the apple, took the devil inside her. He infected the life giver with his taint, poisoning the root of God’s children.” He swallowed again, his sorrow clear. “The war was inside our sons, and the first Ghouls were born of them.

      “In the eighteen children sired by my boys, the damage to the rootstock began to show. Two of those were humans—Cain and Abel.” Pain flashed in his eyes. “They were our grandsons, not sons, and we all know how they ended up. And a further three of those eighteen babes were Ghouls. They were the very first.” His tone quieted. “All save the humans live to this day.”

      “Wait, three Ghouls started the whole world’s population of them?” Frazer rasped.

      Bartlett’s mouth tightened. “No, it may seem that way, but no. Every single Ghoul in creation has ties to those three because they are tied to us. We bore the fruit that will poison the Earth in its entirety. What we have spent thousands of years crafting will be decimated thanks to our mistake.” He squeezed Avalina. “The devil is inside every majnūn and it was, once upon a time, God’s will that saved them. Spared them, but then, the devil began to win. His evil began to overtake everything the humans did, damaging the majnūn with their industry and capitalistic ways.” He shuddered. “We live now as punishment. When first we died, we thought that was it for us. We saw the cycle of life, knew everything came to an end, and expected to pass over, for that to be our time on this plane…”

      “But that didn’t happen?” Nestor prompted, and I heard the intensity of his curiosity in his tone—that was my man, curious about everything and nothing. In another life, he’d have been a scientist. Instead, he was fighting a war.

      Life sucked like that sometimes.

      “No,” Avalina said in a low tone, her eyes downcast. “Being cast from Eden, our line forever tarnished, wasn’t punishment enough. To seek atonement, we had to make good on our mistakes.” She bit her bottom lip. “That has yet to happen, and this was our final chance.”

      “How long does a life last?” Reed drawled. “I mean, early man are hundreds of thousands of years old…”

      Bartlett shot him a look. “Incarnations don’t work on a timeline.”

      That had Reed squinting back. “Huh? You’re incarnated, but your kids aren’t. Nicholas doesn’t look like a Neanderthal—”

      “He just acts like one when Janvier is around,” Frazer mocked, and though I didn’t understand what he meant, the others snickered.

      The words brought a surprising levity to the serious mood, which had overtaken the study. I wasn’t sure if that was for good or ill. Not when the tension wending its way inside me made me feel like I was on the brink of implosion.

      “We weren’t the only ones handed nine incarnations. The sins of the fathers and all that…,” Ava explained with a grimace. “We’ve all been working to resolve the Original Sin, but it’s difficult when the majnūn are unstable.”

      So, wait. Each incarnation had the potential to last tens of thousands of years?

      My mind felt like a car wreck at the thought. How much had they seen? They’d been a part of evolution itself, so what hadn’t they come to know?

      “Why are you telling us this? I mean… I know we came here for answers, but this is information you can’t share with anyone you just meet. Why us? What makes us worthy?” I whispered, my voice low and husky as the ramifications of what they were telling me hit home.

      They’d probably never shared this story, yet here they were, opening up to me like I was a chat show host or something. And this was no lie.

      I felt their truth.

      In my bones.

      My eighth soul throbbed dully in recognition, and that more than anything, terrified the life out of me.

      Then, when Avalina looked me square in the eye and told me, “Because you are Jannah, and you are our means of salvation,” I wished I’d never asked.
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      Eve looked as though she were on the brink of passing out, and I couldn’t blame her.

      This was a lot for anyone to process, but for me, I was just relieved to have answers.

      There was plenty of shit in this life that didn’t make sense, and in our world, there was even more because we knew there was more out there and still didn’t have answers.

      Where did mates come from? Who even picked them out for us? Why did Caelum have a portal that infused us with a goddamn internal translation system? Why did that portal act as the literal gatekeeper for graduates of the Academy?

      Yet, we’d also just received some answers to those unanswered questions.

      According to this duo, and if they weren’t telling us a complete and utter furphy, they were our creation story. Our beginning. A story we’d never heard.

      There were theories, of course. But this wasn’t a theory. Not according to the professors.

      If I was eying them with suspicion, that’s because I was suspicious. This was a level of information that wavered between impossible and bullshit.

      Before I was a believer, they’d have to come up with some proof, something that made these claims a lot more solid than the hot air they were currently spouting like kettles that had been on the stove for too long.

      But, one thing was really pissing me off, so I told them, “Creatures aren’t religious. Caelum tells us to recant our religions at the door.”

      Avalina’s mouth pursed. “That’s because God isn’t religious. Man made religion. God is God. Trust me, we’d know. Sometimes he’s nice, sometimes he’s mean. He’s not Catholic, nor is he Buddhist. He just is. You either have faith or you don’t, but regardless you came from somewhere, and it started with us.” Apparently done with a conversation I’d only just started, she pushed herself off Bartlett’s lap and walked over to Eve. The second she approached, I tensed, waiting on an attack that didn’t happen—she just held out her hand and said, “May I see your arm?”

      Eve, still looking shell-shocked, blinked but did as asked. Soft fingers, which were far too youthful, traced over the leaf on Eve’s hand that curved around her wrist, then curled about her forearm. Some were large, some were small, but all were made out of letters.

      “Caelum is founded on territory that Nicholas discovered a hundred years or more ago. In his last life, he did well, and God was pleased, and gifted him Caelum as a result. The gates act as a barrier. God set his sights too high, didn’t realize the perfidy of the devil. Ghouls were beginning to outnumber creatures a long time ago, and when Nicholas did him a service, his reward was a means of helping others with a place that would become a majnūn’s haven.

      “More than that, it was a means of building an army. Something that had the capabilities of tactically undermining the growth in the Ghouls’ population. It came in many ways, but one of the most important was bridging the gap in knowledge. Language is at the heart of all knowledge. When you cross through the portal, you speak the common parlance among majnūn but also, it means you can speak with anyone on this realm and be understood. Something of that nature is beyond the means of any man.” She cast me a withering look, then shared it out among my brothers. “You can choose to believe we speak false, or you can recognize the hand of something that is larger than us all.” She traced the leaf on Eve’s hand with her thumb. “Studying and lecturing what we do, we get a lot of kooks coming through our door. But the second we saw this in the pictures you sent? We knew what you were.”

      “That language is the first we ever spoke,” Bartlett informed us when Avalina’s words waned. “It is known only to Eve and myself, and our sons.” His lips tightened. “You are not the first, Eve, but you will be the last.”

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” I demanded, my Hell Hound’s temper surging to the fore at the implied threat in his words.

      Bartlett grunted. “Calm yourself, Hound,” he drawled. “She is the last for there is little chance we will survive to see another. Jannahs are rare. So rare they are taken on as prophets by religions around the world, but in the past, there was never any means for us to connect with them.”

      Frazer blinked. “Wait a second. Jesus?” Bartlett nodded. “You mean to tell me that if Jesus had Google, we wouldn’t be having this problem with the Ghouls?”

      My eyes widened at Frazer’s question, and fuck, it was beyond hard not to laugh. Avalina was apparently the queen of withering glances, however, because she snapped, “Have some respect!”

      Frazer shrugged. “I have respect, but you’re trying to tell me that the prophets were Jannah, and, what? That my woman is too?”

      “That’s exactly what we’re saying,” she bit off. “Or aren’t you listening?”

      He narrowed his eyes at her, and I could see he was starting to get pissed—Frazer did not like being questioned by anyone save his Pack. I knew it came from his shitty relationship with his parents, but it always put us at a disadvantage when we were in situations that required diplomacy. And Hell Hounds? They were the antithesis of diplomatic.

      Maybe God did exist if he put a Vampire in our Pack… Samuel, being Samuel, threw water onto the flames by murmuring, “We’re listening, ma’am, but you have to understand how difficult this is for us to understand.”

      Avalina’s lips tightened, but the politeness, the politesse, in Sam’s voice, would have been enough to satisfy the Queen of fucking England. As much as I loved him, the dude could kiss ass like no other.

      And he wasn’t even into rimming. I’d know, considering I’d watched him work over more than one girl in our year at Caelum.

      Eve, of Adam and Eve fame, tipped her head at us with all the regalness of Lizzy the Second, then murmured, “The Jannah are rare, and their abilities are often exploited if discovered. Most spend their lives in seclusion, hiding from others so their talents can’t be used or manipulated for the gain of strangers. That makes our connecting with them incredibly difficult.”

      “I don’t mean to be dumb,” Nestor interjected with a frown, “but why don’t you just wish to connect with them?”

      Bartlett shook his head. “I’m no longer Jannah.” He winced. “That’s not right. I’m different. I’m the first. My abilities died when I died that first time, and I was punished further. There is only one Jannah living at any one moment in time, and even then, one doesn’t die and another is born.” He shrugged. “It just doesn’t work like that. There is no way to discern when next a Jannah is born.”

      “Is there a way of creating a pattern with the births? Sensing where the line might lead?” Nestor questioned, his tone eager with interest.

      Again, Bartlett shook his head. “There is one link—me and Avalina. Everyone in this room has a direct connection to us, and yet it has been watered down so many times over the millennia that it’s barely there, which is why some families bear a majnūn, and others don’t. But ‘barely there’ is still a link. The Jannah fall where they fall, and we cannot anticipate their birth. It is not supposed to be easy. Absolution and forgiveness never come without a cost.”

      “A cost to humanity,” Eren argued. “It’s humans who are suffering. The Ghouls’ numbers are growing and they’re killing innocents.”

      “And their deaths weigh on our souls,” Avalina whispered. “But we can only do so much, and even then, it can cause issues. Bartlett calling Merinda to help with Eve was a huge misstep. We may still be punished for that. It is a punishment we are willing to handle, but God decides where his wrath may fall.”

      An uneasy silence fell among us as we thought about God smiting us. Great. Something I seriously wanted on my bucket list.

      Rubbing the back of his neck for the tenth time in less than half an hour, Frazer muttered, “And the ink? Do you understand it? Can read it?”

      Avalina nodded. “It’s been a long time since I saw this language. Mostly it was spoken, not written. Early man was not capable of this level of communication.”

      “Do you know what it means?” Eren questioned.

      She tilted her head from side to side. “For the most part.”

      What the fuck was that supposed to mean?

      I blinked. “Okay. So… are you going to tell us?”

      “It depends on what you’re going to do with the information.”

      Stefan snorted. “Those tattoos glow like Eve is plugged into the grid. The second we veer off course, she falls asleep.”

      Bartlett frowned. “Veer off course?”

      “When we intended on hiding her from Caelum because of her abilities, she passed out. She only truly woke up when our plans to understand the ink manifested and we found you.”

      Avalina shot Bartlett a look that didn’t take much to translate—concern.

      “What is it?” Nestor asked, his fingers fidgeting with his unease.

      “That has never happened before. The glowing part.” Bartlett studied my mate. “Is it possible to make them glow now?”

      “She doesn’t have an on-off switch,” I argued, but Eve shot me a look that I tossed back her way. “What? You don’t!”

      “Calm down,” she ordered, her tone flat. “Or I’ll make you.”

      The threat hovered in the air, and I knew I wasn’t the only one stunned.

      Or turned on.

      Fuck, who knew a mate telling you what to do could be a turn on?

      I seriously wanted to fight her then, to ‘make’ me calm down, but I didn’t. Not in front of Bartlett and Avalina. If they decided to leave the room for some reason, I’d be on her faster than Vegemite oozed into hot toast.

      Maybe she saw the effect her words had on me because she blushed, turned back to Avalina, and murmured, “As far as I can tell, there’s no way of controlling the glow. It just comes in fits and starts.”

      “That’s a shame. How did the markings come to pass?” Bartlett replied, sitting forward, the scientist in him evidently curious.

      “We crossed the portal prior to her graduation,” Dre muttered, speaking out for the first time—dude seemed to have left his voice back on Caelum. Considering he was usually an ass, that wasn’t much of a hardship, though.

      Avalina turned her focus to him. “You crossed the portal? All of you?”

      “It’s a long story,” I drawled.

      “I have all the time in the world. Literally,” Avalina retorted, releasing her hold on Eve’s hand so she could fold her arms across her chest and glower at me.

      I cut Frazer a look. He huffed and explained, “About a month ago, we were involved in a mission in Nigeria. The McAllister Nest had set their sights on a small town on the delta. The town had oil reserves and a company was coming to discuss terms with them.”

      “That was when the Ghouls decided to take over, hmm?” Bartlett inserted.

      “Yeah, seems you’d be the ones to know what they’re like.” Frazer ran a hand through his shaggy hair. “Anyway, we went in, got the job done. Handled the situations, but they were mostly pecus-level Ghouls. Nobody high-ranking, just the sheep.” He tugged at his ear. “McAllister obviously worked with someone at Caelum to get the drop on us. Before we left, we were drugged. The only way was to get to our water or our food, so it had to be someone on the inside.” When the professors sucked in a sharp breath, Frazer quickly stated, “No one was hurt. At least, not that we know of. The drugs didn’t affect Eren as much.” He pointed to Eren. “He managed to save us.”

      “How?” Bartlett questioned, his brow furrowed.

      “The seven of us wished for the same thing at the same time.”

      Avalina and Bartlett froze, then shot each other a look. But it was the wife who spoke, “What did you wish?”

      “For Caelum to be safe.”

      “That was a very clever wish,” Bartlett replied, his tone rough as he sank back into his chair like he’d run a marathon in five minutes. “That’s the thing with wishes, they’re temperamental. They’re not supposed to be depended upon, and that’s in their nature. That means you have to word them carefully, be specific and yet, broad.” He shook his head. “Under that level of pressure, with the odds against you, you picked a very good wish.”

      Eren didn’t preen as many in his situation might. The guy was a hero, after all. Instead, he mumbled, “It wasn’t like I could sit around and twiddle my thumbs. We had a nest of Ghouls approaching us in helicopters. We had to act.”

      Dre cleared his throat. “When the wish worked, and the threat was nullified, we hauled Eve out of the Academy. The gates were wide open. Might as well have hung up a ‘welcome’ sign for the McAllister bastards. We crossed it because it’s easier, and when we did, I was carrying Eve, and it was like she was given an electric shock.”

      I wasn’t the only one who noticed Eve cut Dre a quick look, one that was loaded with sadness. In contrast to his carrying her out of the Academy, Dre now seemed to be doing his level best to avoid Eve, and though I didn’t understand his reasoning, we all did what we thought was best.

      Even if it was fucking stupid sometimes.

      “That was how she got the markings. They appeared a little while later when we were safe.” He shuddered, and I empathized. Seeing the markings grow, literally spread over Eve’s form, had been one of the most terrifying moments of my life. Bar none.

      “The branches and leaves began to furl around her arm,” Stefan continued. “Then, it seemed to center in her chest. It formed a tree that glowed then sank into her skin.”

      Avalina gasped. “עֵץ הַדַּעַת טוֹב וָרָע.”

      We blinked at her, understanding the Hebrew even if we didn’t understand why she’d switched languages.

      As he’d been raised Jewish, it probably figured that Samuel was the one to blurt out, “The Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil? How is that…” He shook his head. “That can’t be possible. Eve is a person, not a tree!”

      What the hell was going on with my life when something like that had to be clarified?

      I mean, seriously. Could no one cut us some slack?

      Running a hand through my hair, I muttered, “Is this getting weird for anyone else?”

      When Dre shot me a glance that was sympathetic, I knew shit really had started to derail. Dre? Sympathetic? Not bloody likely.

      “You can’t hypothesize, Avalina,” Bartlett chided, his focus on his wife as he ignored the rest of us.

      “I’m not. It’s on her arms, Bartlett, I just didn’t recognize it. There’s knowledge here. Of good and evil. Forged from the intent of good and evil.” She shook her head and took a step back from Eve. She was shaky, her body quivering as she plunked herself down on the armrest of the sofa I was sitting on. I quickly moved my arm so she didn’t sit on me, but I had a feeling she wouldn’t have noticed.

      This was starting to look less and less like bullshit, and that had an uneasy feeling stirring inside me.

      Eren murmured, “Is it a coincidence I was raised Muslim, Samuel Jewish, and Nestor a Catholic?”

      The three main religions in the world?

      Hell, how had we only just figured that out?

      But Avalina was tugging at her bottom lip. “Unlikely. Remember, God isn’t religious. But it’s probably useful for your knowledge of the past.”

      I snorted. “Eve’s more likely to be useful on that score. None of us know our religions from our asses, but Eve? She can recite the Bible back to front.” I wasn’t sure why that came out sounding proud, but fuck, I was proud. Eve was beyond intelligent.

      Bartlett tilted his head to the side. “Were you raised to be religious?”

      If a cult could be considered that, sure, I thought drily, then immediately felt like a shit when Eve squirmed and mumbled, “I was raised in a cult.”

      Bartlett frowned. “I suppose that makes sense. I always wondered why you were on protected land that way. You weren’t even supposed to be camping out there at night, but I sensed you for a full day and night while I was there, and assumed you were breaking the restrictions.”

      She shrugged. “I have no idea about the rules. Just knew we lived there.”

      “Did you never hear boats? Or have people come close to hike?”

      “Maybe the men did, but women were kept close at hand. Only at night did we retreat to the cabins.”

      Christ, and most of the kids at Caelum thought they’d had a shit life.

      Deciding that we needed to get things back on track here, because I recognized the looks on Avalina and Bartlett’s faces from Samuel’s hard-on expression when he was studying the stock market, I blurted out, “Can you help us with the markings or not?”

      Avalina tensed then nodded. “Yes. But you might not like what they mean.”

      I snorted. “Lady, that just fits the current MO of my life.”

      And wasn’t that the truth?

      

      
        
        ❖

        Eren

      

      

      

      As I stared up at the ceiling, something inside me relaxed when Eve murmured in her sleep and turned her face into my side. I lay on her left and to her right, Stefan snored away.

      The sounds were both relaxing and comforting, yet also capable of making me envious.

      How would it feel to be able to rest with this girl who had brought enemies together? Who was a powerful creature locked inside a young woman, capable of making the world itself shake at her might?

      She rested. Slept. Even though she’d been scared earlier at Bartlett and Avalina’s revelations, she was here, cuddling into me.

      The deep desire to rest was a bitter ache inside me that I couldn’t withhold, and in the dark hush of the Chelsea cottage, with its quaint interior, low ceilings, and too little space, I was safe. In a safe place where sleep shouldn’t have been an issue, but deep inside, I felt like I was at war.

      Always at war.

      My eyes felt gritty, my eyelids ached with the need to lower, but I fought the urge, fought it because when I closed them, I knew my personal demons would overcome me.

      I didn’t even realize I let them fall, didn’t know I was asleep until I was there again.

      In the darkness. My body was a heap of bruised tissue and meat that lay awkwardly between the rubble of what had once been a relatively happy home.

      The heat and the flies, and the stench assailed my senses next. They were so powerful. So strong. My hands ached again with the need to free myself, and yet, the weight above me was so incredibly overwhelming, I was going nowhere.

      Then, the sound came next. My mother weeping. Her pain evident, and her distress making her plead with Allah—not for her safety, but my own. She never seemed to hear me when I called to her, was in some kind of daze that told me she was badly injured. My father didn’t speak, didn’t whisper a word, but I heard the low keening sounds that told me he was hurting too, just without the energy to release a single word.

      Tears came next. Flooding me, drowning me. I was submerged in them. Covered in rocks, suffocating on tears. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, couldn’t—

      “Eren.”

      The whisper, the soft, gentle lullaby of my name had me tensing, but it stopped my thrashing.

      “Sleep, Eren. Rest. For me.”

      It was so quiet, and the words were so simple and beautifully uttered that something inside me reacted like a cat would to a gentle stroke by its owner. I wanted to nuzzle that voice. Embrace it. Because it represented everything I’d lost. Home. Love. Warmth.

      Inwardly, I shuddered as my subconscious fought the ease I felt. How could I trust the words, trust the sentiment when I’d never had peace before now? And yet, it came. As those feelings were stirred by a song that was almost soundless, a gentle hum that made everything inside me soften and gentle. Relaxing into the sheets, into a woman’s arms like the demon slayer she was, I slept.

      For the second night in a run, I sank into her, my haven.

      My peace.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Stefan

      

      

      

      I stared into the darkness, hearing the soft lullaby my woman gave my brother. He was huddled against her, sleeping as fitfully as a child, even though he’d calmed to the extent that he just looked as though he was in a deep REM sleep.

      Eren only rested when he was exhausted, and I knew we’d pushed his reserves, because I wasn’t sure if he’d done anything other than mess around on his phone while the rest of us had been catching some Zs, and even though he’d managed to get some shuteye last night that wasn’t enough to make up for every other sleepless night, was it?

      He was a huge concern to the Pack, and he didn’t even know it. His sleep deprivation was a major issue. It never seemed to affect him during a mission, but it mattered because all our welfare did. I wished there was something we could do to make him sleep, but as the situation at Caelum had proven, not even powerful narcotics—enough to fell a school, for fuck’s sake—had downed him.

      He’d not only built a chemical tolerance, I’d come to believe, but one that was forged with his mind too. He refused to let the drugs into his system, and while that sounded like it was impossible, creatures themselves were impossible, weren’t they? Possessed souls that were spawned from Adam and Eve themselves.

      The day had been beyond insane, the revelations on the brink of ridiculousness. It was no wonder Eren finally succumbed to sleep because I knew we all felt like we’d been put through the wringer. It was a testament to our exhaustion that we were all in bed before eight PM, but the markings on Eve’s body, what they meant—literally—as well as the position they put us in, were ramifications that were hit home with a goddamn mallet.

      And yet, as complicated as the future was because of our attachment to Eve, how could I not love the woman who cradled my brother through his nightmares? Who sang to him like a mother to a babe so he’d sleep?

      I wasn’t sure my heart could be more full of love than it was at this second, and to be honest, it scared me. I was torn. So torn. Most of us had been taught not to love. Had been shown by example that it was an unwise emotion. I’d been dumped in an orphanage. Nestor had been handed off to a batshit priest. Eren’s brother-in-law was a bully and a tyrant who’d abused him, and Dre had been left with a cruel grandmother who’d worked him to the bone on their tequila plantation.

      We were fucked up.

      So, while Eve’s level of fucked up was a tad unusual, it wasn’t anything we weren’t used to. Not when she was who she was. And I wasn’t even talking about this Jannah crap. I meant as a person.

      The person who could switch from Pollyanna to Bloody Mary if she felt sure she, or one of us, were being threatened. The woman who could accept seven men into her life, even though it went against everything she’d ever learned as a child, and had embraced them and learned about them all equally. She hadn’t Claimed us all, and I wasn’t angered by that. Truly. She represented more than just sex, and that knowledge alone was what had made me realize she was different.

      I wanted her for more than that.

      I wanted her heart when I’d never given a damn before now.

      When the final notes of her song drifted off, the sheets rustled, and she carefully twisted onto her back. I didn’t move from my position, not wanting to disturb her or Eren, even though I knew from experience that when he did eventually sleep, he’d go under deeply until another nightmare woke him when his body had recharged to the point it could function normally.

      I hoped, for his sake, that Eve could soothe him out of that too.

      “Are you asleep?”

      Her whisper had my lips twitching. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “I woke up when Eren fell asleep.”

      She stilled. “How come?”

      “Because when he goes under, it’s like he’s drowning.” My throat felt too full of emotion to get the next words out. “Thank you, Eve. Thank you for helping my brother rest.”

      She was quiet for a second, then she murmured, “It’s my honor.”

      Three words, and somehow, they were more powerful than the ones I longed to hear—I love you.

      I knew she meant it. Knew she cared for my Pack as well as I did. My Pack was my family. My everything. I’d chosen these men as my brothers in arms, but also, for life. We fought together but we played together as well, because we were the family we’d selected for ourselves. Nature hadn’t paired us, but our free will had.

      “Do you think you can rest?” I asked, when there was so much more I wanted to say but couldn’t.

      She turned into me. “I can try.”

      We spent the next ten minutes trying to sleep, both of us like tuna in a can as we tried to stop ourselves from moving around so as not to disturb Eren. When, ultimately, we both gave up, she whispered, “I’m just going to the kitchen.”

      “I’ll come with.”

      “Okay.”

      As the pair of us carefully slid out of the room, she was waiting on me on the other side of the door with her hand outstretched to grab mine.

      The gesture was tiny, but to me? It was like a fucking earthquake. The way everything inside me responded to it was like a dam bursting.

      She frowned at me when I gulped and took a hold of her hand, carefully enfolding hers in mine.

      “You okay?” she inquired softly, her head tilting to the side to look up at me—there was a major height difference between us too, so that figured.

      “Yeah.” My smile was tight, and I squeezed her fingers then led her down the narrow stairs to the kitchen.

      The second we were down there, we had proof that the rest of the house was sleeping because the kitchen and living areas were both empty.

      It felt strange to have Eve to myself after having shared her for the past few weeks. Only in the early days of knowing her had I experienced it because I’d been the only one with a mark. Now, she had marks of her own, and males of her own too.

      I didn’t resent that, though. Didn’t resent sharing her. Caelum had taught me that we were born to live in Packs, and having Eve safe, secured—both emotionally and physically—made me feel so much better on the inside.

      I truly didn’t understand what Dre was fighting against, just knew that he was, and thought he was being a douche about it too.

      “Do you want some tea, pui?” I asked softly.

      “Tea?” She blinked. “Yeah. That would be nice. What does pui mean to you? You’ve called me it before.”

      Taken aback, I asked, “Huh?”

      A snort of laughter escaped her. “You just called me that. It’s the first time you’ve called me anything in… I guess, Romanian? I know it means little, but little, what?”

      I hadn’t even realized I had. Though I cringed inwardly, I focused on filling up the kettle with water and putting it on the stove. As the gas began to whistle, I turned around and leaned against the counter, folding my arms against my chest in a classic ‘don’t wanna discuss this’ position and explained, “It’s like a little animal. Like a pup or a cub, you know?”

      “And you called me that?” Something flashed in her eyes, and it didn’t take a course in ‘how to understand women’ to see that she liked that I had.

      “Yeah. I did.”

      “Can you call me more things like that?”

      “Why?”

      She shrugged. “I like it.”

      That made me snicker. “What the lady wants, the lady gets.”

      “Even though you don’t like that you called me it?” she countered.

      Damn, she was too astute for her own good sometimes. Using the need to grab tea as an excuse, I turned my back on her. “It’s all good.”

      “Is it?” she pressed softly. “I’m not sure if it is. Ever since Avalina’s translation, you’ve been freaked about going home.”

      I couldn’t lie, because I was.

      
        
        Seven wishes to destroy the Screamer,

        Solomon’s ring to lure Drekavac to you,

        Bucegi where he sleeps.

      

      

      Without even thinking about the translation Bartlett and Avalina had given us, the words came to me.

      Bucegi. The mountains I’d seen every day through my orphanage window.

      It was hard to believe that Eve’s markings were taking me to a place I could never consider home, and yet, was.

      “I’ve tried to dissociate myself from the place,” I admitted, grabbing the canister of tea Eve had bought from the pretty store she didn’t realize was super expensive.

      Maybe it was anti-climactic to go grocery shopping after hearing the Creation story from the first of the firsts’ perspective, but we ate a shit ton. Anyway, the memory of watching her in the food store at Harrods was one of the funniest things I’d ever seen. Samuel had told her to grab whatever she wanted, so she had.

      To the tune of six hundred pounds.

      Of course, Frazer could afford it, but it was amusing nonetheless.

      Eve was literal to a fault.

      Sam had muttered that he’d take her to Aldi next time, even though I knew he’d gotten a kick out of her in that place, too. She’d also bought a lot of clothes from there, and that was an expense I could get behind.

      She wasn’t wearing one of our shirts for bed now, but a pretty, slinky dress that felt good against my chest when she’d curled into me. The light rose suited her creamy skin and made her hair appear all the darker for it.

      Eve hummed as she watched me spoon out the loose leaf into the teapot. “Is there anything you want me to see when we’re there?”

      I snorted. “The ‘exit’ sign?”

      “You can’t hate all of it,” she countered, her tone mulish.

      “I do.” I shuddered. “I was nothing there, and I made myself something. That’s all that matters.”

      “If it’s all that matters, then why are you letting it get to you?”

      Shit. I hated that she was right on that score.

      But forgetting was hard. The abuse, the time I’d lived without food or shelter, where I’d had to…

      Fuck. I hated thinking about that time. I almost preferred the abuse to what I’d had to do to survive on the streets.

      Everyone sold themselves out there. It was normal. We held out as long as we could, then one day, when your belly was beyond empty and you thought you’d die if you didn’t eat something…

      I shuddered.

      In contrast, Eve was clean, and I was tarnished. Dirty.

      When the kettle whistled, I huffed, poured water into the pot, then grabbed a set of empty mugs by the handles so I could carry two at a time. With the teapot in the other hand, I hustled away from the kitchen and over to the sofa.

      Setting the stuff down on the coffee table, I turned and watched, seeing her switch off the kitchen light as she walked toward me like sin incarnate.

      Eve… the temptress.

      Her name was more ironic than she even realized.

      With the light behind her? Was it any wonder my cock stood to attention?

      She nestled into my side the second we both sat down, and though I was tempted to switch on the TV to avert her focus, I didn’t.

      This time was precious. Rare. I wasn’t about to waste it with distractions, even if I didn’t like what she wanted to talk about.

      “Don’t you hate where you’re from?” I asked her.

      I could almost hear the cogs whirling in her head. “I guess. Mostly not though. I don’t even think of my parents, which is very sad.”

      Yeah. It was, but… “They were going to marry you off to an old creep, Eve. They aren’t people you want to miss.”

      “Maybe. I just don’t like the idea that I can cut people out of my life and not even miss them.”

      “I don’t think you’ve had time to miss them. We’ve been pretty busy.”

      “Seeing Samuel…” She sighed. “He’s so vigilant with his family.”

      “Yeah, because he’s obsessive, Eve. Plus, he’s like Eren—constantly sleep deprived. He has time to do that shit.” I didn’t like the idea of her pulling herself to pieces over the people who were supposed to have protected her but hadn’t.

      “I just meant I wish I cared. I feel very little connection to my family. Almost like I was a cuckoo born in another’s nest.”

      “Because you were,” I told her softly, reaching for her hand and placing it on my lap. Squeezing her fingers, I assured her, “You’re holding up so well, Eve. I’m so proud of you.”

      She gulped. “You are?”

      After staring at our entwined palms, her so pale, me so dark, I turned my head to the side. “I am.”

      Her free hand cupped my cheek. “Thank you. You know I’m proud of you?”

      “What’s to be proud of?” I shrugged.

      “You embraced the other Pack without fuss, Stefan. Not many men would do that.”

      “That’s because they don’t have a woman who needs seven men to keep her safe,” I teased, laughing at her blush. Rocking my head back against the sofa’s headrest, I carried on, “I’m being expedient, draga mea.”

      “Expedient?” She hummed, but her eyes flickered with warmth at my endearment. “What does that mean?”

      “Expedient?” I teased, “I thought with the whole photographic memory—”

      She huffed. “You know what I’m asking.”

      “My darling. It’s kind of old-fashioned, but I figure you are too. It suits you.” My throat felt thick, even though I’d tried to lighten things up by teasing her.

      “I’m going to take that as a compliment,” she whispered, her eyes darkening as they stared into mine.

      “It was meant as one.”

      Both our heads were now resting on the cushion, and we were so close that our breath mingled. It felt good. Right.

      “I’m lucky,” she whispered. “To have you all. To keep me safe. I hate that I’m taking you somewhere that makes you feel the opposite.”

      I shook my head. “We all have a destiny to fulfill, Eve. Whether you like it or not, you were born for this path, and even after everything I went through, my path was always going to take me back to that place.”

      She tilted her head so that half her cheek rested against my shoulder, and the connection felt easy. So simple. Like inhaling and exhaling. I wasn’t right for her. I was stained and tarnished with the things I’d done in my past, and yet, my words had been true—our destiny was tied together.

      God, fate, karma, whoever, had decided that Eve would be the one to take that tainted feeling away from me.

      “Eve?” She hummed at my question. “Te vreau.”

      “What does that mean?” That internal translator we all had would have translated, but I understood that she wasn’t letting me get away with murder.

      “It means I love you.”

      She released a soft sigh. “I’m glad, because I love you too.”

      The tension that had soared inside me, the part of me that had feared she’d reject me, relaxed in an instant.

      She’d taken my declaration of love and simplified things. Made it as easy as inhaling and exhaling again.

      I loved her harder for that.

      “If I try to Claim you, will—”

      Her words were broken off by the sound of footsteps on the stairs. My body had tensed at her words—the promise of sex had made the air between us feel sultry and warm—but disappointment hit me when I heard the steps.

      When Nestor appeared, I was relieved.

      As much as we’d embraced the fact we were all Pack now, with Frazer, Reed, and Samuel, it would take time for things to gel. With Nestor, the easiness in the moment wouldn’t disintegrate, and I wanted that.

      Hell, I wanted her, and I was hoping that Nestor’s presence wouldn’t put an end to her wanting me.

      “Hey,” Nestor rasped, his hair all over the place and his eyes bloodshot.

      We’d had a heavy discussion earlier about our next moves with Drekavac, one of the original Ghouls, and we were all wrecked as a result. His hair was a testament to that fact—he looked like he’d been trying to pull it out at the roots.

      “You want some tea?” Eve questioned, even as she raised her arm to beckon him closer.

      I’d never thought my Pack could sink deeper into a unit, but with Eve, she reminded me that until her, we’d had no softness. Nothing to sink between us to make us a cohesive group, and once Dre pulled his head out of his ass and came around, our Pack would be airtight.

      Nestor pulled a face. “Tea? That expens—”

      I cleared my throat and he caught my look. We’d made a group decision not to tell Eve how much she’d spent at Harrods. Stupid, maybe, but she’d been like a kid in a candy store, and hell, it was her first time at a supermarket.

      Sammy was right though—next time, we’d go budget, or she’d be blowing ours out of the water.

      “I mean, the flowery stuff?”

      “It’s not too bad,” I told him, then motioned with my fingers. “Pass me mine?”

      “What am I? Your slave?” he grumbled, but he dipped down to grab our mugs and handed them to us before he sank beside Eve.

      He immediately placed his head on her lap, and I was almost amused by how he’d blasted through the formalities. When she instantly began running her hands through his hair, sorting it out, I wondered why I’d been dumb and hadn’t pulled a similar move.

      Nestor sighed, as though a weight had been lifted from his shoulders as she caressed him, and I understood. Even though Eve was the source of our stress, she was also our peace, and I knew how nuts that sounded, but it was the truth nonetheless.

      We sat there in a pleasant silence for only God knew how long, and I’d admit to dozing for a little while as we all just snuggled up together in a Pack pile-in. The recent past had been stressful, so the time spent like this was surprisingly rehabilitative.

      Then, she asked, “Do you think it’s strange that I enjoyed having Samuel and Reed at the same time?” And the rest was out the window.

      Nestor, apparently as frozen as I, mumbled, “Huh?”

      Fumbling with words wasn’t something I was used to, but I was just as lost. Even though I’d kind of hoped things would take this turn, I hadn’t expected she’d be the one to raise the subject.

      “I slept with Reed and Samuel at the same time,” she muttered, and from her tension, I could sense that it disturbed her. That she was uneasy… but why?

      “Does it bother you?” I managed to ask.

      “No. But it should. Shouldn’t it? Is it wrong?”

      “It’s efficient,” Nestor replied, and I wanted to slap him upside the head, but was more astounded when Eve nodded.

      “I think so too.”

      Clearing my throat, I asked, “Is there a reason you’re asking?”

      “I didn’t want you to think I was dirty or something.” She sighed. “And, I would really like to Claim you, but I wasn’t sure if you’d be bothered about—”

      At the word ‘Claim,’ my cock went from soft to hard in an instant. Just as it had before. And from the tent in his shorts, Nestor was equally as affected.

      Everyone said that sex changed when you were Chosen, and I was so ready to learn why quality over quantity was better.

      Nestor sat up and twisted so he could look at Eve. “Our world is different than the one you and I and Stefan were raised in, Eve. Maybe it’s wrong outside these walls, but what matters is what happens inside them. Do you understand me?”

      She pursed her lips. “I do, but it does sound like something a man would say because he wants to…” Her cheeks pinkened. “You know.”

      “No. I don’t,” I teased, laughing when she hit my leg.

      “You totally do,” she grumbled.

      “You did it, Eve, several times, so I think you know the words,” Nestor joked, and his remark had her scrunching up her face.

      “Fucking.” She whispered the word like the dirty curse it was, but the way she gnawed on her bottom lip had me thinking a thousand other curse words.

      My mark throbbed as it sensed the time to be Claimed was nigh, and it was a reminder that, at last, the pain would be taken away. I’d dealt with it for so long now, that I didn’t even really feel it anymore. It would be nice for that low-level ache to disappear though.

      I rubbed her leg, enjoying the silkiness of her gown against my hands. “Are you sure you want this?”

      “Oh, yes, I’m sure,” she replied, her tone strident enough to have Nestor and I chuckling. “I just wasn’t certain if you two would be.”

      Did it come as a surprise that Eve enjoyed threesomes?

      Hell, yeah, but did I look stupid? I wasn’t about to complain.

      Plus, she’d been born to be different. The Succubus lived inside her as the Incubus had lived inside us all. For me, it was my majnūn, but for the others, they knew what it felt like to crave sex. To need it. Eve was a part of that, endured the same wants and desires as we all did.

      It would have been strange if she didn’t need to act on them as well.

      She blew out a breath. “Should we go to Nestor’s room?”

      Nestor grinned and then he grabbed her. She squeaked as he hauled her onto his lap, pressing her back to his chest, and I watched as my brother made out with my woman, her gorgeous neck stretched as she craned her head to reach his lips over her shoulder. The sounds of their kissing went straight to my cock, and as I watched, I palmed myself through my shorts. My Incubus was beyond ready to be Claimed, to be made hers, and I knew that Nestor had to be feeling the same urgency as I had.

      Though I wanted to kiss her, I took advantage of her position, with her thighs spread over Nestor’s, and rubbed my hands along her splayed legs. The gown pulled taut over her lap, thanks to her position, and I hauled her up so I could free her from its cage. She moaned into Nestor’s mouth, and I grinned as she began shivering when I rubbed my hands against her bare skin this time.

      The lack of skirt let me eye her pussy, which was covered with some white cotton panties. They shouldn’t have got me hot, but they did. Eve was a blur or wickedness and innocence, and everything about her got to me.

      Every.

      Fucking.

      Time.

      I couldn’t stop myself from dropping to my knees, couldn’t stop myself from shoving her panties aside so I could explore her with my fingers.

      Though a part of me wished I’d been the one to take her virginity, I was mostly glad that this wasn’t her first time so we could do whatever we wanted to her, make her truly feel what it was like to be shared by her men.

      I nipped at her inner thigh as I stroked her pussy, rubbing her clit in a way that had her bucking with delight. Nestor’s hand dropped down too, making me aware that he was cognizant of my actions as I was of his.

      When we both touched her, she rocked back against us like we’d set her on fire, her body stringing taut as unanticipated pleasure ricocheted inside her. It made me want to see her explode, or implode, from our caresses.

      I was rough with my fingers, insistent with my desire for her pleasure. Nestor was as urgent as me, and though he bore no mark like Dre—instead Eve wore theirs—he was just as desperate for her as I was with my back tingling and sparking with pain with the need to be Claimed. We reshuffled on the couch so I could pull her panties down all while he shot me a glance over her shoulder.

      I knew that look.

      It wasn’t our first rodeo, after all, but it would be our last with any other woman between us.

      He bucked his hips, and I hauled at the hem of his shorts and dragged them down for him. We weren’t interested in each other, only Eve, and we’d do whatever it took to get the party started—expediency truly was our watchword.

      It was fast and quick, but I delved between her thighs, the sudden need to taste her nectar was a throbbing ache inside me. I flattened my tongue down against her clit, and when she squealed, I smirked against her pussy then began to nibble on the tiny nub. Nestor’s fingers dropped down to her gate from behind, and when he groaned, I knew she was wet without even having to test her myself.

      Her responsiveness was the sex equivalent of putting a gun to my head.

      She was ready for us, so ready, and in barely any time at all.

      As Nestor primed her with his fingers, I carried on taunting her clit, rubbing it with my tongue, then flicking it and slurping down on the center of her pleasure. When her hands dropped into my hair, caressing me, I pulled back. That she wanted more made it a perfect time for Nestor to get on this.

      A lot of guys might have been freaked out by their brother’s cock suddenly tunneling into their woman’s pussy, but we weren’t ‘a lot of’ guys. We were Pack, and our pleasure was our woman’s.

      When she arched her back, her head pushing into the crevice of Nestor’s shoulder, I watched in awe as she wriggled and writhed against him. The slight pulsations she made with her hips had my eyes flaring as I watched her work his cock inside her, and when Nestor reached under the neckline of her gown to cup her tits, I grabbed a hold of my cock and pulled it out so I could jack off to the delicious sight.

      There’d come a day when she’d take us both, when we’d go in her ass and pussy, but as ready as she might think she was, I highly doubted that was going to happen any time soon.

      When my grip hardened on my shaft, I released a groan, and the sound had Eve’s eyes flaring wide open. She watched the way I jerked off, watched me for endless seconds as she reared up, bracing her knees on either side of Nestor, then pressed her hands to his thighs. The way her tits tunneled in Nestor’s grip made my mouth water, but the sight of her beginning to ride him reverse cowgirl?

      It was porn come to life.

      I reached down to grab a firm hold of my balls, twisting them to stop myself from shooting off like a rocket. When she worked Nestor better than a stripper, my tongue cleaved to the roof of my mouth as I imagined getting inside her, finally fucking her and making her mine.

      Was I surprised when Nestor hauled her back against him, fit his teeth to her shoulder, and bit down?

      Nope.

      He was gouille.

      They were a Shifter race, and though he wasn’t as bad as the Hell Hound or the Were, they were biters. Eve seriously needed to get used to being marked.

      The bite preempted his orgasm, and for whatever reason, that seemed to be what Eve had been waiting for. As he shot his wad deep inside her, she sped up her pace, then began touching her clit to get herself to the finish line.

      I didn’t have to feel it to know when she tightened around Nestor’s dick. My Incubus slurped down both releases like they were ice cold beverages on a hot summer’s day. The power in the air turbocharged the soul, empowered him, and we both watched as Nestor released a sharp cry that had me clenching my jaw as my own needs began to take precedence. I often fed this way, but there was nothing like being inside a woman. My woman.

      Shuddering as she slumped against him, totally spent, it didn’t stop me from grabbing a hold of her and dragging her down to the floor.

      I knew I should take her to bed, or should set her back on the couch, but this felt right.

      It spoke of my urgency to be inside her, and I wasn’t about to waste any time. My Incubus needed her as badly as I did, and when I parted her legs and saw the remnants of Nestor’s seed flowing from her pussy, I instantly pressed the tip of my dick to her slit and thrust into her.

      It was, as I’d thought, like coming home.

      And for a boy who’d never had a home?

      Those feelings were even more powerful, even more overwhelming.

      I couldn’t stop myself from collapsing on top of her, from letting her curve her arms around me and cuddle into me. It would have been torture not to be this close, to look deep into her eyes and see my haven as I thrust into her as fast as I could without giving her rug burn.

      Neither Nestor nor I showed her any of the gentleness we’d become known for among the girls at Caelum, and while that was wrong because Eve was our mate and more deserving of our tenderness than anyone else, it was because she was our woman that we couldn’t.

      She rammed through our control, cutting close to the bone.

      That I hadn’t already blown my load as quickly as Nestor had was a testament to the fact I wanted her to come again, and even though she was pulsing around me like she wanted that as much as me, I wasn’t about to leave her hanging.

      Not when she was Claiming me.

      I pressed my forehead to hers, our breath mingling once more, as I fucked her, getting as deep as I could, as fast as I could. My dick didn’t want to be out in the open, it wanted to be cosseted by her body. By her warmth.

      It wasn’t until I felt that warmth spreading inside me that I knew why Nestor had come so quickly.

      If she’d done this to him? Fuck, how hadn’t he exploded the second he’d gotten inside her?

      I’d figured her messing with our souls would be a one-time thing. But she kept on surprising us, and now, my Incubus could feel her caress. Her warmth surrounding him as she dragged him to the fore. I felt it as though it were happening to someone else, though. Like it wasn’t me and that I was on the outside looking in. Which, if my ‘big’ brain had been working, made perfect sense.

      I was on the outside, and the Incubus made me me.

      As I fucked into her, she fucked with my soul. Drawing my Incubus forward, bringing him toward her heat, and I felt that touch like a caress to my cock. It was the strangest sensation and yet, the hottest I’d ever known.

      I pulled from her reserves, beginning to feed from the energy she gave off. It was my first time feeding as a full Incubus, and it was nothing like before. Not just because before, I’d fucked random hookups and this was my mate, but because with the other souls in residence, I hadn’t been able to feed as well.

      She gave off an energy that was unlike any other woman’s. The Jannah was like the Incubus’ equivalent of a juicy filet mignon. All other women had been a fast food burger. I wanted to suck her dry, drain her of this intoxicating energy that was light and dark combined, heat and cold united.

      Her sexual energy nourished my soul, nourished me, made my senses brighter, had me feeling like I was a single glowing light bulb in the pitch-black dark.

      I felt like I could go climb Everest. Kill a thousand Ghouls. Destroy a nest. All with the power of the energy that flooded me from my mate.

      But when the Incubus seemed to grow inside her, almost with the faint muscular spasms my cock would experience as I came, I climaxed, and things began to change.

      I felt like I came for a lifetime, and each moment of that was spent buried in her gaze. The dark amber hue seemed to glitter as she stared at me, and when the power flooded her from our union, I could sense her Succubus draining me dry.

      It was a weird sensation. I was used to it happening, used to doing it to others, but the way she pulled on me seemed to make her eyes glitter as though the amber was gold.

      It snared me in her trap until I knew she could suck me dry and I wouldn’t care.

      I’d welcome it.

      “Eve!”

      Nestor’s bark had me blinking, pulling back for a second, then slumping on top of her. Her hips rocked sinuously, and it told me that she was satiated.

      Not in a way a human would ever understand though.

      The Succubus had fed and was nourished. That feeling was better than an orgasm.

      “What happened?” she asked, her voice sounding scared.

      “Your Succubus drained me dry,” I rasped.

      “She’ll only do that with Stefan,” Nestor warned. “So, you need to have someone with you when you fuck.”

      I’d forgotten about this magnetic pull. Incubi were stronger than Succubi, but when it came down to fucking? She’d pull everything from me whereas I’d only ever get a surface buzz.

      It was our equivalent of the Black Widow…

      She could kill me after sex, and if it made me weird that it got me hot?

      Well, I was happy being weird, so long as I was buried in Eve’s pussy at the same time.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Dre

        Two weeks later

        Geneva, Switzerland

      

      

      

      
        
        Seven wishes to destroy the Screamer,

        Solomon’s ring to lure Drekavac to you,

        Bucegi where he sleeps.

      

      

      

      The translation hit us all in different ways.

      The whole ‘seven wishes’ shit just confirmed that what we’d done at Caelum was actually a weapon we were going to have to use again.

      And from what Bartlett and Avalina had told us, a potential three further times.

      Why?

      Drekavac was their grandchild.

      One of the three original Ghouls.

      Who was, apparently, on our ‘to kill’ list, because that was what we were doing now. Not just killing Ghouls, but Ancient ones. Ones that went so far above even the ductores we’d thought ran the roost but who, in fact, answered to one of the three Originals.

      There was only one aspect of this entire shit show I couldn’t complain about—I’d feared my purpose would die the second I left Caelum. It hadn’t. I now had a deeper purpose. One that involved eradicating the world itself of Ghouls…

      When it boiled down to it, this was taking my purpose to the max.

      So, yeah, most of us were freaked out, a little wired about what had happened when ‘Adam and Eve’ had translated every single leaf on our Eve’s body and had come up with a riddle worthy of a treasure map, but for Stefan, it had knocked him down with the force of a Mack Truck.

      We hadn’t even had to Google Bucegi because, I shit you not, that was where Stefan had been born. Or, to be precise, a town near the Bucegi mountain range. This wasn’t going to be a pleasant drive down memory lane for my brother, and he’d been affected ever since our initial meeting with Bartlett and Avalina.

      Said translation, however, was why I found myself in a bank vault, two weeks later in the heart of Switzerland. Around me were steel walls, with doors thicker than the Hulk himself, and more security and firewalls than the Pentagon. My bear didn’t appreciate being lumped in here, stuck inside, but neither did Eren’s Lorelei or Stefan’s Incubus.

      The things we do for love, I thought with an internal eye roll.

      “Which one is it?” Eren whispered into his mouthpiece as he eyed the vault, which was surprisingly boring except for the thick walls and tech that secured the place.

      “Just give me a minute.” Sam’s voice was low but throbbed with tension. He’d been working non-stop for fourteen days, and though the pressure wasn’t getting to him, I knew sleep deprivation would and could knock him on his ass if he wasn’t careful.

      The last thing any of us needed was to get stuck in here because Sam needed a nap.

      My potential prison had a low ceiling, and in the background, there was a hum that, without Sam’s input, would have told me the oxygen was controlled in here. When we’d walked in, we’d come face to face with an L-shaped room. There’d been a huge pile of gold ingots in the corner of the ‘L,’ and to its right, there was a wall of lockers each around a square foot in size, with four to a row and eight to a column. There was a shelving unit that looked surprisingly flimsy, but one I hoped was reinforced with tungsten or titanium or whatever, which was loaded down with stacks of cash. I’d seen Stefan eye it a time or two, his pickpocketing tendencies twitching to life in the face of where we were, but thus far, he’d behaved.

      Behind the shelves was a wall of smaller lockers. These were six inches by six inches, tiny in the grand scheme of things, and where Samuel, after he’d shown us the blueprints of the vault, had said Edgar Wassermann was more than likely storing some of the goods his father, a leading Nazi, had stolen from the Jews he’d helped ship to their deaths at Dachau.

      I felt no guilt in stealing from a piece of shit like that, but I just wished Sam would hurry the hell up so we could get on with the stealing and get out of here.

      “Okay, I’m through the firewall.” Then, he grumbled, “This place needs to work on their security.”

      “Now’s not the time for a critique, S,” I growled, not using his full name just in case there was a layer of security Sam hadn’t managed to access.

      He huffed. “It’s in one of the smaller boxes as I expected. Number 232.”

      With the knowledge in mind, our attention switched to Stefan who, as he’d been for the past two weeks, was looking twitchy as fuck. Still, I was relieved when he didn’t flake out on us and without even a glance, headed over to the lockers, dropped down to a crouch, grabbed his gear from his pocket, and got to work picking the lock.

      It blew my mind that this was how they guarded the shit inside the lockers, but it figured if you spent forty million on security, you didn’t think there was much to worry about.

      Idiots.

      Old-world thinking like that was why teen hackers kept getting the better of ancient politicians. Still, as I’d told Samuel, now wasn’t the time for a critique.

      Within two minutes, Stefan had picked the lock and was pulling open the door. Inside, there was an internal drawer that he dragged out. The lockers were small in size, but were over three feet long. The baubles we found within the unit had my eyes flaring wide in surprise, and had Eren grabbing the bag from my hands and holding it out for Stefan to shove the gear into.

      It took less than an hour to break into the small vault housed within a Swiss bank beloved by the very crooked. But it had taken weeks to set our plans into motion.

      The con, I was relieved to say, was on.

      Now we just had to get out of here.

      “You have the gear?” Samuel rasped in our ears, his fatigue sounding even more evident to me. Eren too, I thought, because he shot me a concerned look after he shoved the diamonds in my backpack.

      We’d decided I was the safest carrying the stolen items. Mostly because I could stun the shit out of any police or security by shifting into a bear. Shock value would hopefully give me time to get away.

      Gone were the days where we hid among the shadows, where our races mingled silently among the humans. Change was coming, and we’d signed Drekavac’s death sentence as well as millions of Ghouls’ tonight.

      Sneaking out was easier than getting in, but no less fraught with tension.

      The bank was in a shopping mall of all things, an ancient one in the center of Geneva, but a mall with neighbors nonetheless.

      We’d broken into the coffee shop beside it—a place that also stole from customers with coffee at ten goddamn euros a cup—had taken advantage of the ancient plumbing this unit shared with the bank, and had torn through the bathroom wall to make it into the bank itself. All the while, Samuel had been fiddling with the security systems so that when we made it inside the building, we could get through the nine-strong levels of security the alarm system, Inferno, likened to the nine circles of hell in the eponymous Dante novel.

      That whole ability to code Malbolge came in handy tonight. Seemed like part of the security system had been written in it.

      With the gear stored away, Stefan, Eren, and I nodded at one another and made our way out of the vault. As we headed to the bathroom, we came across the three security guards Stefan had lured our way and that Eren had then sung to sleep at the beginning of our journey.

      Stepping over them, we made it back into the coffee shop, and within three minutes, were in our getaway car that Frazer was manning in the area the mall used as a loading dock for its tenants.

      All was going according to plan, until, of course, all hell broke loose.

      Behind us, Samuel had finally triggered the alarms and the sound had my bear whimpering in dismay, which was exacerbated by the tires squealing when Frazer shot off from our hidden parking place and down the street.

      “Couldn’t you have waited a few more minutes?” I snapped into the headpiece we were still wearing.

      “No.”

      Well, that was short and definitely not sweet.

      Rolling my eyes at Samuel’s curt response, I grabbed the backpack and settled it between my feet in the back seat of the car. Now we were away from the built-up area, Frazer suddenly turned into a frickin’ speed demon. As he drove, he released a bark of laughter that went in time to his overloading the engine and us hitting a hundred-twenty on the speedometer.

      Stefan, Eren, and I all jerked forward then back as he ramped up the speed.

      Sadly enough, I was getting used to this treatment.

      The man drove like he intended on dying today. That made being his passenger very goddamn uncomfortable, but his propensity for speeding was what made him a good getaway driver.

      More’s the pity.

      “Everything go according to plan?” the lunatic asked, his eyes catching mine in the rearview mirror.

      “Couldn’t have gone better,” I replied, tugging off my balaclava as my brothers did the same.

      “Good.” He released a breath and his shoulders sagged slightly with relief. “Should hit the news within the hour.”

      “How long until we contact the fence?” Eren questioned, though we all knew the plan backward and forward, so I didn’t know why he bothered wasting his breath.

      “Tomorrow. We need to give it some time to make the theft look authentic.”

      I snorted. “Nothing more authentic than breaking into a fucking bank to steal something that isn’t there in the first place.”

      For whatever reason, Frazer grinned at that. “That’s the beauty of the crime.”

      Though I rolled my eyes, I had to agree with him.

      
        
        Seven wishes to destroy the Screamer,

        Solomon’s ring to lure Drekavac to you,

        Bucegi where he sleeps.

      

      

      The treasure map inked onto Eve’s body had given us some answers, but it had mostly led to an epic to-do list that made the workload at Caelum look like a walk in the park.

      Once she’d revealed the translation’s meaning, Avalina had explained that Solomon’s ring had been used to seal ‘written commands of good and evil.’ She’d posited that Drekavac might be lured by its abilities as Solomon had been able to command the Jannah with them. Which gave us a whole host of nightmares to deal with.

      Did Drekavac know that a Jannah had been born?

      If he did, and if he ever got his hands on the ring, did that mean he’d be able to call Eve to him?

      Of course, we’d gone the easy route first—had tried uttering the wish back in Bartlett and Avalina’s office, but when the world hadn’t gone to hell, we’d figured nothing had happened, and we’d realized we needed a plan.

      Could nothing ever be simple? I thought grumpily.

      

      Leaving the first of the first truly mind blown, Samuel had immediately gone on the hunt for more information. He’d run several searches on Solomon’s ring which was, apparently, forged of iron and brass, but—thank God for Google—his searches had heralded more than just a Wikipedia page, and thereafter, with a theory in place, Sammy had turned to the Dark Net.

      An article in the New York Times that was the basis of this theory recounted the tale of a certain businessman, Mihai Adamescu, who had an obsession with religious artifacts—Solomon’s signet ring, in particular. Subsequent research gave us what we needed to know.

      Adamescu had mafia ties, and his base was in Ploiești—the Bucegi mountain range overlooked the damn town. In certain circles on the Dark Net, there was talk of a reward if someone came across Solomon’s ring, and there was information on how to go about receiving that reward.

      What had sealed the deal?

      When Samuel had looked into the guy’s past, he’d come across a bar that was in the businessman’s name.

      That bar?

      It was called Drekavac.

      That was what had started this crazy as fuck ‘adventure.’

      We had no idea where the ring was, just knew that it truly had existed because after explaining our intentions to the professors, Bartlett had emailed us a drawing of it—the guy actually remembered what it looked like—because Samuel had come up with the notion that we didn’t have to possess it to use it as a lure. And so, our hustle had begun.

      Our to-do list was:

      Steal from the son of a Nazi officer purported to have robbed from his Jewish prisoners at Dachau.

      Create a fake ring that was good enough to pass the test of Abraham Ibramovicz, a fence with a rep that was beyond repute.

      Big up said ring and sell it as Solomon’s signet ring.

      Lure the apparently obsessed-with-religious-artifacts Drekavac to come to us.

      Simple.

      Ha.

      Scraping my hands through my sweaty hair, I mumbled, “I need a shower. I sweated buckets in there.”

      Eren laughed. “I’m relieved to know that even you are scared of bank robbery.”

      “Not scared of the robbery,” I argued, but I grinned at him. “Just getting caught. Especially with so much at stake.” We both sobered at that.

      The stakes were beyond high. They were everything.

      Just thinking of what we had to do was enough to make me feel nauseated.

      “Do you really think if we kill Drekavac, it will decimate his line?” Stefan’s voice was pensive enough to make me gnaw on my bottom lip. I wanted to answer but couldn’t. Had nothing to say really. No way of replying in the positive or negative.

      Frazer, on the other hand, did—bighead. Hey, just because he was a brother didn’t mean I thought the sun rose and set on his ass. “If what Bartlett and Avalina had to say is the truth, and if their translation was accurate, I don’t see why not.”

      “If it is the truth,” I retorted. I was still on the fence, even if it was only out of obstinacy. Their tale had resonated with me in a way that discomforted me, and the fact Bartlett had handed us a drawing of Solomon’s ring? Meaning that he’d been in Solomon’s court? It just blew my mind.

      And the change in Eve was remarkable too. It was like what they’d told her had strengthened her somehow. To the point where it was difficult to explain how she’d changed.

      I had to admit; she was no longer as useless as she’d been back at Caelum.

      Whatever this Jannah crap was about, learning of her heritage had made her embrace her true self. So, whether it was bullshit or not, it had made her believe, and through that, the leaves and branches on her body had stopped glowing so much—something we could only see as being a sign of things to come.

      By the time we pulled up to the house Samuel had rented for us in Geneva—a small chalet that was an hour away from the city—we were all whacked. Samuel had gone radio silent, so I hoped that meant he was getting some rest, and I knew that the second I could, I was getting between the sheets too.

      As I stared up at the house, I had to admit it was both cute and disconcerting. Disconcerting because it looked like the gingerbread houses I’d seen in movies as a kid—the Hallmark Christmas ones that were shipped around the world—and cute because, fuck, it looked like a real-life gingerbread house.

      It was three stories tall and thin with it. Two windows and the door were stacked in vertical alignment beneath a flat roof that pitched down on either side. The windows had little Juliet balconies that were decorated with wooden moldings, and in the light of day, it was painted a cheery yellow color. A bit like custard. In fact, now that I thought about it, it was definitely like custard—the flans my abuela had made when I was a kid for special occasions. Back before she’d turned into an outright bitch.

      As the car doors closed, the front door to the chalet slammed open. Eve stood there, her chest bellowing like she’d run a race as she stared at us. With a squeal that would have had any neighbors protesting if we weren’t in the middle of goddamn nowhere, she hurled herself at Stefan, then after he’d squeezed her, kissed her until she turned pink, she rammed into Eren. Another hug, another kiss. Then onto Frazer. Same treatment.

      I wasn’t sure why I watched, because it was an effort in torture, but I kind of wanted to know what she’d do with me. After she squeezed Frazer until he looked like he was being choked by an overlarge octopus—not that he seemed to mind—she turned toward me and bit her bottom lip.

      There was a longing in her eyes that made me ache inside, but just because she wasn’t useless anymore didn’t mean—

      Fuck.

      It didn’t mean shit.

      My dislike and distaste didn’t mean shit either.

      She was mine.

      Fuck a duck.

      I ran a hand through my sweaty hair again, tipped my chin up and mumbled, “Hey.” Before she could say anything, or before the others could glower at me too hard, I spun on my heel and headed through the open door. I needed to process this before I made a move, process what this meant to me, and how I’d cope with the ramifications.

      Spotting Reed at the dining table, I cocked a brow at the splintered wood around him. A small lamp and, by the looks of it, three chairs hadn’t survived his wrath.

      He shrugged at my questioning look. “Temper got the better of me.”

      I snorted. “Good thing we can afford the security deposit.” Dude had a habit of breaking shit wherever he went. It was like living in a china shop and inviting the bull inside for afternoon tea.

      “Eve was freaking out about all of you being gone, and my Hell Hound doesn’t like it when she’s uneasy.”

      I eyed the destruction around him. “Ya think?”

      He pulled a face then asked, “Everything go well?”

      Having hauled the bag in with me, I nodded, stepped over to the dining table, and dumped it on there. I really wanted to crash on the sofa I’d just passed, but I didn’t. I behaved.

      “Sammy still awake?”

      “He napped once we knew you were on the road home, but he set an alarm for ten minutes before you were due to arrive.” At my frown, he shrugged again. “Brother does what he wants. Anyway, he’s in the shower. Should be getting out soon.”

      Sighing, I nodded then opened the zipper and grabbed the shit inside the bag. There’d been some stuff loose in the drawer, but most of it had been in velvet pockets for safe keeping.

      As we opened up the loot, Reed whistled as Frazer, Eve, Stefan, and Eren walked in behind me to study our ill-gotten gains as well.

      Upstairs, a door banged, and we looked at the ceiling like it could give us some answers.

      “It’s Sammy. But don’t worry, Nestor’s watching over him,” Reed reassured the others. “In case he passes out.”

      A pained sound escaped Eve. “I’ll sleep with him tonight,” she said with a low voice, her features flickering with tension as though Samuel’s habit of overworking, physically hurt her too—why that messed with my insides, I didn’t know. “I want to make sure he gets some rest,” she ended, jaw clenching.

      Frazer squeezed her shoulder. “Thanks, love.”

      Her smile was gentle as she reached up and grabbed his hand. “He’s my Chosen.”

      The simplicity of her words struck me as though she’d used a dagger against me and it had slid into the softest part of my belly. It hurt. In fact, no, it fucking caned. Enough so that I had to grit my teeth as I stared down at the jewels in front of me.

      “There’s a couple of million here,” Stefan commented after a few minutes. He’d know, considering he’d been Oliver Twist back in the day. “Easy. Look at the size of that sapphire.” He whistled as he palmed the ring with its cabochon setting. “That’s half a million on its own.”

      “Not to be sneezed at,” I said wryly. “I wish we could return them to the original owners instead of just giving it to a Holocaust charity.”

      Samuel’s voice was husky when he said, “I’ll try to source what I can because that’s a nice idea, Dre.”

      Did it piss me off that he sounded amazed I was capable of being nice? Sure it did, but I understood. Most people mistook my personality as attitude. I wasn’t about to correct those fuckers either. If they thought my attitude stank worse than four-day-old horse shit, screw them.

      In my Pack, it wasn’t as cut and dry, and with Eve around, I was having to face facts.

      I couldn’t stay as I was if I was ever to become an integral part of the unit. If I remained like I was now, I’d forever be on the outside and, truth was, I didn’t have to fear these guys tossing me out. They’d never abandon me. It wasn’t how we rolled. Not even Frazer, Reed, or Samuel would dream of dumping me, leaving me behind, even though we’d spent most of our schooling loathing one another.

      The most I had to fear was never being accepted, and that? Well, that was more than I thought I could stand for a lifetime.

      “We’ll need to hand some over to Ibramovicz,” Reed cautioned. “He needs to see the rest of our haul to trust us.”

      I shrugged. “Shouldn’t be difficult. The joy of this scenario is that no one knows what Wassermann was storing in that bank vault, just that he was storing a lot of jewelry with dubious Jewish heritage.” Cocking a brow at him, I murmured, “If Sam’s links get us a ring that could match up to what Bartlett and Avalina described, then we should be okay.”

      When making forgeries, it was definitely handy to have people around who’d seen the original.

      With Sam’s father working in the jewelry industry, and with Sam’s obsessive-compulsive habit of watching his family like some kind of Peeping Tom without the heavy breathing and jerky right hand, he had access to all his father’s contacts. Getting a ring made of brass and iron was piss easy considering the metals were easily sourced and there were no precious gems to worry about.

      If things worked out well, we’d be getting the ring and would be seeing the fence tomorrow.

      Tomorrow could very well be Ibramovicz’s last day on this earth if he didn’t fall in line with our plans. I hoped, for his sake, he believed our forgery was authentic, otherwise his hump day would be even worse than usual.
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      As I knocked on a plain brown door with a frosted glass window labeled with Ibramovicz’s surname, I sucked in a sharp breath to calm myself down. To ready myself for the door opening and coming face to face with a man who, according to some of Sam’s contacts on the Silk Road website—a site that was believed by  law enforcement agencies the world over to be shut down—was the best fence in this part of the world.

      After news of the break-in at Silbermann & Hertz’s bank last night, he’d been most interested to see us, and the loot my Chosen had claimed for us rested heavily in the purse I had slung over my shoulder.

      It was the first time I was in proper clothes, and to be honest, I was surprised at how good I looked.

      Well accustomed to tight yoga pants but overly baggy men’s shirts, this neat skirt suit with low-heeled shoes, which I kept wobbling on when Frazer or Stefan would let go of their hold on my elbow or hand, made me look pretty feminine. It was a sight I wasn’t accustomed to, and it was something I quite appreciated.

      The skirt curved about my hips and thighs which, because of all the exercise, had grown tighter, and its high waistline showcased my rounded hips and slim stomach. I wore a ruffled shirt that did devious things to my breasts, and had me fearing they’d pop out of the bra one of the guys had picked for me—which meant it was seriously impractical—and that was topped with a slimline jacket that tucked into my waist. The red heels were a blast of color amid the black suit and creamy gold shirt.

      With my men at my side, dressed in suits that had my eyes flaring wide every time I cast a look their way, I realized that someone was getting lucky tonight.

      Me.

      Them too, but it was me who counted the most, I thought with an inward smirk. This tag teaming thing really saved on time and doubled up on the pleasure. Why most women didn’t do it, I wasn’t sure, but though I was late to the party, there was no way I was leaving for home first.

      As the door creaked open, a Hasidic Jew was revealed to me. He had graying ringlets tousled on either side of his cheeks, and he wore a plain black suit. I only knew what a Hasidic Jew was because Samuel had warned me not to be surprised by his appearance.

      My current trouble was coming across people and scenarios I’d never seen before. A little like a newborn staring out at the world in wonder, but people mistook my wonder for scorn, and that simply wasn’t the case.

      I was walking the world, free to roam—well, to a point—and there was no way I wasn’t going to see everything there was to see. But, sometimes, things just surprised me. Like the croissant. Only they didn’t get offended if I gaped at them in delighted wonder.

      Small surprise that everyone at the New Order cult was miserable as sin. They were missing out on so much! Automated washing machines, croissants, and yoga pants were just three things I’d come to love.

      The ringlets held my attention for a second before I managed to turn my attention away from them and to the man himself. Ibramovicz was a dealer. A middleman. He would put us in touch with people who were interested in what we were selling—be it illegal or otherwise—for a cut.

      Considering the deal we had on the table was very illegal, it surprised me to realize that the man was very religious. How did that even work? Didn’t his job go against his religion?

      Humans were, I was coming to see, hypocrites. It wasn’t news to me. Not after the New Order. But still, the belief was being rammed home now.

      “Ms. David?” the fence asked, his head tilted to the side as he cast a weathered eye over my appearance.

      I didn’t actually have a surname, but Samuel had found it amusing to give me the name of Solomon’s father.

      “Yes.” I smiled.

      He swept out a hand and stepped to the side to let me in. When Frazer and Stefan moved with me, he tensed, and I raised a brow.

      “They can wait outside if you wish it, but you can understand my hesitance in traveling without security with the items I’m carrying.”

      Ibramovicz, apparently seeing the sense in that, nodded to a desk where there were two spindly guest chairs waiting for me to take a seat.

      The office was innocuous enough, containing a wooden desk that was peeling at the corners and a desk chair that appeared to be covered in some kind of rose felt. The walls held a few bland pictures I thought could have been purchased in any home store a few decades ago, and the floor was covered in a worn, brown carpet that hid way too many stains from unsuspecting eyes.

      All in all, it looked recyclable.

      Like it was pushed together and pulled apart at a moment’s notice to give Ibramovicz somewhere to discuss business.

      When I took a seat, Frazer stepped behind me while Stefan sat beside me. Ibramovicz’s own chair squeaked as he rocked back and, steepling his fingers, he asked, “You wished to see me?”

      “Yes, and you know why.”

      He tilted his head to the side. “It is to my understanding that you have items that might be of interest to certain people in my ken.”

      “Is this room wired?” I asked, posing the question Samuel had insisted I utter.

      Ibramovicz snorted. “I’d be a fool to wire the room.” My question seemed to ease him somehow, and he rocked forward. “Where did you get these items?”

      “From someone who shouldn’t own them. Someone whose father used to run the Dachau prison camp.”

      Ibramovicz’s mouth tightened. “Nazi scum.” When he spat, twisting his head to the left, I jerked in surprise. “Wassermann always liked to say that his father’s arm was twisted into joining the Nazi party, but there have always been whispers about his illicit gains.” He beckoned with his fingers. “Show me.”

      I reached for my purse and unbuttoned it, then unfastened the chunky bronze zipper on the leather satchel. As I reached in for the velvet pouches we’d used to contain the jewels, I bit the inside of my lip. I knew he wouldn’t see the move, but the slight pain helped ease my nerves.

      I felt jittery inside, and that was the last thing Ibramovicz needed to sense. A man of his years, in this profession, would be good at reading people. Another fact Samuel and Eren had warned me about.

      When I placed the pouch on the desk, the scored and scratched wooden surface looked even cheaper against the rich velvet. When I tipped open the flap, Ibramovicz inquired, “How did you even get into the vault?”

      My lips curved. “It’s about who you know in this world, and what they know.”

      The old man’s eyes flared with amusement, and he grinned at me. “This is very true and very wise for one so young.” He cast a glance at my men. “You’re all very young for a life of crime.”

      “Hard choices can force your hand,” I stated, my tone sage. I carefully began pulling out the pieces we knew would be of most interest to him. The others were back at home and Samuel, as we agreed, was trying to see if he could figure out the original owners.

      Sadly, it wasn’t looking too hopeful. Some bore jeweler’s marks, but most didn’t. They were just exquisite pieces that were worth a small fortune.

      Ibramovicz hummed as I revealed the large sapphire cabochon and an emerald choker that glinted like green fire in the harsh overhead lighting. I’d not tried on any of the pieces, even though the little girl in me would have liked to dress up. Would have appreciated such sparkle against my skin, but these jewels were forged in blood, and that would never interest me.

      When I pulled out a necklace that Samuel told us could also act as a tiara, which was basically a chain of diamonds with long fronds that, when pinned to a lady’s hair, could stand upright, Ibramovicz hummed again. “Sehr schön,” he whispered, and I marveled yet again at how the words, no matter the language, were ones I easily understood.

      His fingers traced over the pieces, and I could see the Euro signs in his eyes as he calculated their worth and tried to ascertain exactly who he might sell these pieces to. His interest was so focused on those items, as we’d intended, that he didn’t even notice the bland signet ring. It was worn at the edges, the symbols faint, smoothed over by time itself. Of course, it was manmade, but we’d spent a fortune on getting this produced and within an eight-day period of time.

      Sam’s connections had done us proud. Beneath the worn markings, there were symbols that, according to Bartlett and Avalina, a man like Drekavac would recognize and understand.

      As I tapped the ring against the wooden desk, the sound caught the fence’s attention. He stared at it, then frowned at me. “What’s that?”

      My lips curved. “Hopefully enough to set me up for life.”

      That had his frown deepening. “What is it?” The man didn’t like being toyed with.

      “From the etchings? I’d say a very important signet ring.”

      “How would you know what these etchings mean?” he scoffed.

      “A man on my team recognized them. He is Jewish. Devout.”

      “Devout and a thief? I think not,” he sneered with a snort.

      “Aren’t you a thief, Herr Ibramovicz?” I countered sweetly, not appreciating his remark when he was a pious scumbag. “Selling stolen goods to other thieves?” My smile appeared. “We are what we are, and we do what we do. Among our own kind, we shouldn’t judge, should we?”

      Though he didn’t reply, I could tell I’d hit a nerve, because a muscle pulsed in his smoothly shaven jaw.

      “What are these symbols then?” the man eventually asked, as he took the ring from my fingers and peered at it through a loupe.

      When Samuel had set up this meeting, he’d only mentioned the jewels. Not the signet ring, so I knew the fence’s surprise wasn’t feigned. “My friend is a very intelligent man. He read Theology at Oxford,” I lied. “It is, he says, the Seal of Solomon.”

      Ibramovicz frowned at me once more, then he began to laugh. “That thing does not exist.”

      I didn’t lose my cool because I wasn’t tense for once, and I’d seen the sparkle of interest, of covetousness, in his eyes. “You’re holding it,” I reassured him. “Why do you think we targeted Wassermann’s bank vault in the first place. Little whispers, Herr Ibramovicz, that we listened to.”

      “You mean you heard gossip of this? In all my years, I never heard a whisper,” he retorted scornfully.

      Liar, I thought.

      Ibramovicz worked for Drekavac and had done since he was a young man. The Original Ghoul had been on the hunt for this for only God knew how long.

      “Perhaps you don’t know the people you should. My grandfather was an important man in MI5. He was the one who told me about Wassermann in the first place. Told me that not all Nazi War Criminals were punished as they truly deserved.” Ibramovicz squinted at me, his rage evident even as he agreed with my words wholeheartedly. “I began to grow curious about such a man, and when my partner,” I reached up and grabbed the hand Frazer had placed on my shoulder, “indulged me, we discovered the truth. Believe me or not, but that is the Seal of Solomon, and I’m looking for a buyer.”

      For a few seconds, he looked at me. The passage of time made me feel like it was endless, though. As though he was reading into me, and at that moment, I just felt so young, like a baby in comparison to this man who had seen, done, and dealt with so much. I couldn’t even begin to imagine the people he met with in his line of work, and how much experience that gave him over us.

      The sheer fact he regularly handled Drekavac, an Ancient, was enough to petrify me.

      I didn’t care if Frazer and Stefan were Ghoul slayers extraordinaire, that wasn’t much hope against a gun the fence potentially had in one of the drawers in his trashy desk.

      “If it’s authenticated,” Ibramovicz began slowly, “then I may have someone interested in buying that particular piece.”

      The second those words fell, my heartbeat increased and steadied instantly. I knew that if, by a flash of my expression, I portrayed any relief I felt, he’d smell a rat and all the work we’d gone through would be for naught.

      He seemed to stare at me for an age as though testing my resolve, but I tried to remain passive, tried not to look as strung out as I felt.

      “We have a meeting with Wilmut Schneefarbe later on,” Frazer stated, his tone cool and calm. “If you can arrange a meet with the buyer beforehand, then you’ll get our business.”

      Fury flashed in the other man’s eyes. “Schneefarbe is a money-grabbing—”

      “A lady is present,” Stefan bit off, the words as angry as Ibramovicz’s who instantly flushed.

      The fence cleared his throat. “Apologies. But I’ll be in touch. Same number, correct?”

      “Yes.” I tipped my head to the side and passed him a card. “We’ll be taking the goods with us.”

      “But—”

      “No buts,” I told him with a smirk. “You and I both know what we’ve got here. We’d be fools to leave it behind. The buyer can view it for himself and bring any technicians he’d like to authenticate the piece. As it stands, it has to happen in front of us or not at all.

      “This ring is going to pay for my grandchildren’s university education,” I assured him with a smirk. “I don’t intend on just giving it away for free because some shady businessmen think I’m a moron because I’m young.”

      Nostrils flaring, the older man dipped his head. “I understand and I’ll be in touch.”

      I got to my feet and held out my hand. Begrudgingly, he stood and clasped my fingers in his. I was impressed that he didn’t try to squeeze the heck out of my hand considering he was angry with me.

      “It will be a pleasure doing business with you, Herr Ibramovicz.”

      The man’s tight smile told me he wasn’t sure if that was likely, but he was more irritated than suspicious, and in my eyes, that was a definite win.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Eren

        Five days later

        Prahova Valley, Romania

      

      

      “Eren?”

      The hushed murmur had me stirring in bed. “Eve? What is it? Are you okay?” I asked, as I leaned up on my elbow to stare at the darkened doorway where she was standing.

      She seemed to whisper into the room, her body sliding through the darkness in a way that had everything inside me surging to life. I wasn’t sure why she was here, but I wasn’t about to complain either.

      “Can I get in with you?” she replied softly, but even as the first words slipped from her mouth, I’d lifted the cover and was inviting her into bed with me.

      When she settled next to me, she released a soft sigh. I wasn’t sure where to put my hand, if I was being honest, but she decided for me, curling into me so our legs entwined, and we were huddled up next to one another.

      “Not that I’m going to complain, habibi, but what’s wrong?”

      She tensed, then pressed her face into the nook between my shoulder and neck. “Nothing.”

      “Sounds like something to me,” I countered, reaching up and stroking her hair. It was like silk in my fingers and it slipped against my skin just as that delicate fabric would.

      “Tomorrow is…”

      When she broke off, I murmured, “The beginning of the end?”

      She gulped. “How did you know I wanted to say that?”

      Because it was how I was feeling.

      I’d been staring up at the ceiling, contemplating what exactly could go wrong tomorrow, and because there were so many ways in which disaster could strike, it wasn’t making resting any easier than usual.

      Even if I didn’t sleep, I could zone out, but that just wasn’t happening today.

      We were in Stefan’s personal hell—Romania. Had traveled here this morning once Ibramovicz had contacted us and informed us his client was interested in what we were selling, but we had to travel to this small town to meet with him.

      I’d never been both terrified and excited before now—I mean, I thought I had, but nothing to this level. Still, this was a time for firsts, and I was experiencing them all around this woman at my side.

      “When the Ghouls are gone, Eve, then we can—”

      “Can, what? I mean, without them, what will creatures even do?”

      The philosophical question had me frowning. “Just live? Not have to fight a war they were born into?”

      She tensed. “Without purpose, we’re nothing.”

      “Stop being so astute,” I teased, gently rubbing her scalp as I stroked her hair. “We have no idea what’s going to happen, Eve, but that doesn’t shake our own purpose, does it?”

      “If I’ve to stop being astute, you’re to stop being so wise,” she chided dryly, and sighed into me. “I’m not scared.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      “No. I’m not. I promise. That’s the strangest thing of all. I’m really not fretting, but… my thoughts are everywhere, you know? I just can’t seem to shut down.”

      “Me either,” I admitted, staring up at the ceiling once more. There was a patch of damp that had been irritating the shit out of me ever since I’d noticed it. Every time I looked at it, it seemed to move, and yes, I knew that was insane, but the darkness and the shadows played tricks sometimes. When a car drove past, flashing the beams of light from the headlamps inside, it made it flicker which had my overactive imagination zooming into being.

      “You know if you didn’t have to be a soldier—”

      “Which, after we’re done, I won’t have to be,” I pointed out.

      “Yeah,” she murmured on another sigh. “After that, what do you want to do?”

      It took me a second to realize how floored I was by her question. How genuinely unsure I was about answering.

      All my adolescent life, I’d been heading for one path—war against a race that had outnumbered us for centuries.

      But Eve was right.

      If what we did worked then…

      Freedom.

      At least until more Ghouls were born, but that meant their numbers could be controlled, surely?

      A breath shuddered from my lungs at the thought. “Anything?”

      She hummed. “Yes. Anything.”

      “Then I’d be a photographer.”

      I felt her astonishment—literally. It throbbed inside her, along with a million questions I knew were on the tip of her tongue. “Why?”

      “Because a photo can replace a thousand words.” And I’d learned that if words could burn, a photo could cut you to ribbons.

      “What would you photograph?”

      “Anything and everything.” I didn’t tell her about the million pictures I had of her on my phone. It wasn’t me being a creep, I was just capturing her essence. The essence of the woman who had Chosen me.

      “What about you?” I asked after she fell silent. “What do you want to do?”

      She shrugged. “I wasn’t born to be much else than a wife and mother, so I pretty much know that that’s the last thing I want to do.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from snickering at that. “Girl power?”

      “Does that mean what it sounds like it means?”

      Another snicker. “Yeah.”

      “Okay, well, girl power.”

      “You could even hashtag that.”

      She huffed. “Not that insta stuff. I don’t get it. Why do people keep taking pictures of their coffees? It’s all the same!”

      I grinned at her, but she couldn’t see it in the darkness. “Remember what I just said? A photo can replace a thousand words? Each picture can mean a few things. The poster could be showing off about where they’re drinking. Or, they could be just telling their people where they’re at—inviting them to come along too if they’re close.”

      “You and I both know they’re showing off.”

      My grin widened. “Sometimes.”

      She huffed again, then in a small voice, whispered, “Eren?”

      The change in tone surprised me, but what concerned me was how she’d tensed. “What, habibi?”

      “I-I need to feed.”

      My eyes flared wide in the dark. “Your Vampire?”

      “Yes.” She shuddered. “I-I haven’t tasted anything not from a bag, and the Vampire doesn’t come out as much as the others and I sleep it off when she does, but…” Another shudder. “She’s insistent.”

      It was easy to call the souls inside us ‘she’ and ‘he.’ Referring to them as though they didn’t belong to us. As though they were separate entities because, to some small degree, they were.

      But somehow, when Eve said it, it felt even more real than it did for regular creatures. Maybe it was. She was Jannah, after all. Who truly knew what the fuck they were capable of?

      “My blood is yours, Eve,” I told her softly, meaning every word and trying not to be turned on. I’d kept a lid on my arousal, wanting to wait for the right moment, needing Eve to Claim me at her own pace.

      The Lorelei had been chomping at the bit. So insistent now that he dominated the entirety of my being, since the other souls had been pushed aside the night of the McAllister attack.

      “I might hurt you,” she whimpered, and I realized that was her concern.

      She didn’t want to hurt me.

      God, I couldn’t have loved her more if I tried.

      Licking my lips, I whispered, “Would you think ill of me if I said I wanted the pain?”

      She tensed. “Why?” Her horror was evident.

      “Sometimes, it feels good.” I didn’t admit there’d been a time when the pain was the only thing that could get me through the days.

      I didn’t need her to know that shit about me. Shit I’d buried in the past with my old life. One day, when she was more confident, she might ask me about the scars on my legs, the proof of how I’d sliced into my own skin to just stop the hurting, to replace my internal pain with one that could be externalized. How I’d used a broken shard from a mirror to escape the mental anguish that was burying me… But that was for another time. Another place. Not tonight. Not in this bed.

      “It does?” Her confusion bled into her words, but she turned her face into my throat and murmured, “Are you sure?”

      “Deadly.” My voice was low, a husky rasp as excitement filled me at the prospect of her feeding from my vein. For her first time.

      When her blunt teeth butted against the thick skin at my throat, a strange kind of ecstasy swirled inside me. It hurt but it hurt good. It was a delicious agony that had me closing my eyes, waiting on her to pierce my flesh.

      Eventually, when she did, we both moaned simultaneously. Me because it felt good, her because she savored my taste. Her first taste of fresh blood.

      Drinking from a bag was like tasting apple juice from a carton.

      From the vein? It was like freshly squeezed juice from the fruit.

      My lips would have twitched at the comparison, but I was too busy willing my cock to behave.

      Jesus, why did everything she did have to be so potent?

      With a shiver, I let her take her fill. I was capable of feeding two of my brothers if they happened to fall on a Vampire day at the same time, so I knew I could satisfy Eve.

      What did surprise me was how she moved. With each suck and pull of blood, she writhed against me. Eve’s revulsion of feeding from the vein wasn’t unusual in female creatures. To the point that they would only feed from their own gender because it repulsed them, and they only did it because they needed the nourishment.

      Eve, however, was turned on.

      And I wasn’t about to complain when she rolled us back, so I was lying flat out on my back, and she straddled me. The heat of her pussy rubbed against my cock as she pressed down, pinning me in place with her teeth and sex, and I let her. Content to be used by her at that moment for whatever she needed.

      When she pulled back, I realized she’d taken more blood than anticipated. Not enough to endanger me, but enough to tell me that she needed more blood than one of my brothers could provide alone.

      Making a mental note to warn the others of that fact, I held her hips to support her as she forced herself upright, propping herself up by pinning her hands to my chest.

      “You taste delicious, Eren,” she whispered, sounding intoxicated and cute as hell. Her hips rocked, pushing her pussy down against my cock. “I bet you’ll feel delicious too.” She licked her lips where droplets of my blood had fallen. “Are you ready for me to Claim you?”

      I heard the Vampire in her words. Not just Eve. But both halves of her dueling.

      Over me.

      “Are you ready to Claim me?” I countered, wanting to make sure that both sides of her were in agreement.

      Call me an idiot for potentially dissuading her, but I wasn’t about to lose my fucking virginity unless this moment was perfect.

      “I was born ready,” she teased, but in her eyes, I saw how deadly serious she was.

      “Born ready? That sounds like you’ve been waiting for me a long time,” I teased back.

      “You’ve no idea how long,” Eve rasped, and she surged upright, grabbing the hem of her sleepshirt—one of Stefan’s tees by the look of it—then hauled it overhead. The second it sailed over to the floor, my heart was frozen in my chest as I stared at the ripe mounds of her breasts, the delicate curve of her waist, and the solid flare of her hips.

      She was all woman.

      And she was all mine.

      My mouth salivated at the sight of her, and my eyes were unsure where to settle, wanting to see all of her, to see every secret she held dear.

      My gaze flashed from her tits down to her pussy, up to her eyes that sparkled as she watched me watch her. When she reached down to grab my hands, I let her, loving how she moved them to her breasts, letting me hold her there.

      The soft flesh was giving beneath my fingers, and I squeezed and molded her nipples, loving the texture and wanting to taste them.

      “Is this your first time, Eren?” she asked softly, and though I wasn’t sure how she knew that, I answered honestly:

      “Yes.” I felt no shame in that either. The others had never pressured me, had never mocked me for my choice, but it had been hard to see the others getting their dicks wet while sticking to my resolve.

      “Why?”

      My lips curved as the truth hit me like a freight train. “Because I was waiting for you.”

      Her sharp gasp sent shards of delight through me, but before she could say another word—my remark hadn’t been uttered with the need for a reply from her—I shot upward and replaced one of my hands with my mouth.

      She tasted exquisite. Like sin and fire merged together. Born to make me fall into temptation, existing to make me burn.

      I grabbed her hips and pushed mine up, loving the feeling of our sexes grinding together. When she slipped her fingers down, pulling my boxers aside, I groaned as the feel of her satiny digits had me counting to a hundred so as not to come too quickly.

      She pressed my cock to her pussy, and I felt how wet she was, how aroused feeding from me had made her when she rocked her hips, sliding her juices along the length of me. With each thrust, she moved from her clit to her slit and my head fell back as delight snared me in its grasp.

      I couldn’t imagine a more heavenly sensation than my woman’s warmth.

      Sensing I was hers for the taking, she leaned forward. I reached up and cupped her waist, feeling the raised flesh from where Reed had raked her with his claws during his own Claiming. As I traced the sensitive skin, she shuddered then dipped down farther and raked her teeth down the other side of my throat. I could feel blood oozing from her first bite, and though I knew it was stupid to let her take more, I wasn’t about to stop her. I wanted that bite of pain too.

      As she tore into my skin, I groaned as, at the same time, she shifted higher, grabbed my cock, and sank down onto me.

      Each slurp of blood was combined with three thrusts as she rode me, taking us both to a zone of pleasure we’d never experienced before because she’d never fed while making love, and I’d never done either.

      She wasn’t ravenous like earlier. This time, her feeding was soft, sultry. More like a glutton taking her fill rather than someone starving.

      And I was grateful for it, because I could feel the wooziness of blood loss hit me, as well as the weakness that came from being so close to climax.

      When she pulled back, genuinely sated, her mouth moved over mine. Of course, I could taste the blood on her lips, against her tongue, but I didn’t complain. I loved her sensuality, her passion, and as she kissed me, her hips bucked against mine, and I was hers for the taking.

      She fucked me hard, fast, not like how I’d imagined her Claiming me. It was raw and rough and pure and all Eve, and I wouldn’t change it for a second.

      When I reached down and began to caress her clit, needing her to come so I didn’t shame myself by exploding inside her without her finding her woman’s joy first, she ground out my name, and I knew I’d die a happy man if I heard that for the rest of my life.

      When she came, the way her pussy tightened around me was more heaven, but this time, it was combined with the exquisite taunt of hell.

      She sucked me dry, those tiny muscles pulling from me, milking me of everything that was me until it merged with everything that was her.

      As she Claimed me, made me hers in earnest, I recognized that I’d always been hers.

      Even before I’d known her.

      Even before I’d been a spark of life in my mother’s womb, I’d been hers from the very beginning, and that was how it was supposed to be.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Nestor

      

      

      

      “Talk about arrogant,” I muttered as I stared up at the bar in Ploiești and read the name.

      Drekavac.

      It was how we’d found the Original, so we couldn’t complain that much about him being a prick, but still, it was excessive. If his name had to be invoked during the wishes we’d use to kill him, why tempt fate the way he had?

      “Ghouls are arrogant,” Dre muttered under his breath. “You know that.”

      I did, and I reached up to rub my throat, scarred forever by a Ghoul’s attack. “Still, this just seems a bit crazier than usual. Why would you give someone the means of—”

      “Of what? No one can use the name against him save us, and only that because of Eve,” Reed grumbled, but that was only because he was pissed that he hadn’t persuaded Eve to come in full-on leathers.

      I was certain the Hell Hound had a dominatrix fetish, and that would certainly fit considering the beast’s temperament.

      A part of me was astounded at how much control Reed had been showing of late, especially when Hounds were renowned for being hard to handle, and yet, Eve did something to him. Mellowed him out.

      Perhaps she was the majnūn equivalent of CBD oil or something, and though he was usually grumpy, we’d had no major explosions. Yet. Outbursts, sure. A lot of broken furniture? Hell, yes. But nothing too wild.

      “I don’t care. It’s still a stupid move to pull, and I didn’t think a Ghoul so old would be—”

      “What? Careless? Rash? The bastard has lived so long he’s gone through evolution, Nestor. Wouldn’t you be bored shitless?”

      Eve appeared then, and she placed her hand on Reed’s arm. Instantly, the other man calmed, and she tipped her head to the side, and asked, “Problem?”

      I couldn’t blame him for being smitten with her. There was something about her, something that had the power to just hit us square between the eyes.

      I’d have resented it if I knew she wasn’t as taken with us, and now that I’d been Claimed? My gouille was about as close to purring as it could get.

      Even if it didn’t have the organs to purr.

      I rubbed the back of my neck as I stared at the bar where the Original had asked us to meet. At least, his PA had told us this was where we’d meet.

      The only part of our plan that had the potential to go wrong was that Drekavac wouldn’t be there himself. Or, should I say, Mihai Adamescu, as the Ghoul was currently named.

      He was, Samuel had discovered, two things.

      One—a mafia overlord for this area who hid his criminal ties in legal businesses like the bar opposite us.

      Two—obsessed with ancient artifacts that were shrouded in Biblical lore.

      Both made sense in a way. What was unusual was the fact that Adamescu wasn’t living in a nest. At least, not a nest as we understood them to be.

      He was surrounded by humans as far as we could tell. Of course, Ghouls looked normal, so until we approached, we wouldn’t know for sure of their species… therein lay another set of issues.

      If Adamescu wasn’t as pumped about the signet ring as we imagined, then he wouldn’t be here.

      Secondly, we were creatures on the brink of walking into a packed nightclub that may or may not be overloaded with Ghouls.

      Fun.

      I didn’t care for myself, but for Eve?

      It bothered me. And yeah, I knew she was capable of using someone’s severed leg as a fucking weapon, but still, she was my woman. My softness. I didn’t need her in danger, not without my gouille turning insane in the process.

      I was surprised by Romania. The Bucegi mountains were beautiful, and this part of the city we were in was quite pretty. There was something fresh in the air that reminded me we were in the countryside. It wasn’t dirty like London had been, instead it was clean and crisp. It rained a lot, more than the UK, but from how Stefan had always described it, I’d expected a dump.

      It wasn’t.

      But I knew his past had colored this place, had ruined any beauty in it for him because he’d experienced only the ugly side of life here. Setting foot on Romanian soil had changed him, made him harder, tenser. So much so, not even Eve was getting through to him, and I didn’t think anything would until we left again.

      Still, I could appreciate the place even if he couldn’t. We’d passed beautiful ancient buildings, pretty streets lined with expensive homes, and green fields that made my gouille want to get out and run. I couldn’t even imagine how badly Reed and Dre were being hit with those urges too.

      The bar was in a less than chic neighborhood, but for all that, the queue was rammed solid.

      My gouille sensed that the crowd was all human, too, which meant they were essentially cows walking into the abattoir for slaughter if the Ghouls in charge deigned to make it a slaughterhouse for the night.

      The humans’ presence made it difficult for us to discern what was going on inside the nightclub, which meant we couldn’t use our souls’ abilities to figure out what we were about to walk into.

      It was inconvenient to be sure.

      But I had to assume that the nightclub wouldn’t be popular if masses of humans randomly went missing from inside its walls.

      “Are you ready?” Eve asked, murmuring the words close to me.

      I knew why. She was gouille today, and she could sense how on edge mine was.

      While I liked that she checked up on me, I didn’t need to be soothed. What I needed was for her to be back at the hotel. Safe and sound.

      Unfortunately, we couldn’t exactly end this Ghoul without her, which was a definite hitch in that plan.

      I nodded. “As ready as I’ll ever be,” I told her grimly, and I grabbed a firm hold of her hand as we crossed the slick street toward the bar.

      The others were gathered around behind me. I knew it was instinct to want to surround Eve, but it would look weird, and as it stood, we were just businessmen. Of the illegal variety, but businessmen, nonetheless.

      The queue hadn’t lessened any while we’d studied the building. Frazer had headed around the back to see if there were any surprises there, and we’d already studied the blueprints that Samuel had managed to purloin—no one even bothered asking how he got those. We were as prepared as we could be after we’d read Adamescu and his group’s list of crimes, and knowing we were walking into a killer’s den didn’t appease my gouille any.

      Adamescu appeared to live like a human. Most Ghoul leaders did to be fair. Ductores weren’t like the masses, after all. They had a control that was forged in a world of bloodshed. But Adamescu truly was the wolf among the sheep.

      As we approached the doorway, the crowd grumbled as we passed. Every now and then, I heard Stefan tell them to fuck off, but I forged ahead. Three bouncers, list in hand and earpieces at the ready, saw us, and when they did?

      They moved aside to let us pass.

      That Ibramovicz had managed to get Eve’s picture to Adamescu shouldn’t have come as a surprise, but it did set me on edge.

      As we stepped into the club, the darkness had my gouille rumbling with pleasure. It was weird because it was night, but in this antechamber, it was pitch-black. I only had a second to enjoy it before another door was opened and we walked into a mass of strobe lights that had everything inside me flinching.

      I heard Reed and Dre groan too before the music swallowed them up as though they’d never made a sound.

      The club was huge, but we already knew that. The bar ran down one wall and a team of bartenders serviced it. They ran like worker bees down its length as they handled the masses who wanted to find their buzz.

      In the center of the space was the dance floor, and on either side were cages containing dancers, mostly naked, as they writhed to the beat.

      Behind the dance floor, there were windows guarded by a door that was fenced off with red rope. The VIP area.

      When a bouncer from outside appeared in front of me, I nodded at him and let him guide us to where we needed to be.

      Unsurprisingly, it was the VIP area, and the guard securing it released the rope, then opened the door, so we could walk in.

      We were led into a space that was half the size of the bar and dancefloor. Here, there were large seating areas that were sectioned off with velvet curtains. There was a scent inside that told me these private areas were used for two things.

      Sex and feeding.

      Ghouls were back here, and it had all my senses switching into turbo mode.

      We were surrounded by the enemy, and the only saving grace? The only thing keeping us alive?

      We could scent Ghouls, but they couldn’t scent us.

      A fact I’d never been more grateful for in all my life.

      The guard led us straight down to the back of the room where there was another door, and he opened it, letting us into an office that looked like it belonged in a modern museum.

      White walls with only a desk and a chair behind it, with seats for guests on the other side, and then a sofa. That was it.

      Why?

      Because the walls were taken up with glass cubes that had spotlights on them. I couldn’t see what was inside them all, but some were tiny, some were large like swords, and others were various weapons. Standing in front of this wall of art, with his back to us, was a man.

      Adamescu.

      I was surprised he was alone, especially when the guard left us with him. That told me Adamescu thought he was either about to feed on a meal of eight humans, or there was no threat here. Simply a business transaction.

      Not that it mattered what he thought.

      Our seven wishes would fell him.

      At least, I hoped they would.

      We’d uttered the wishes in London, Geneva, and the second we’d landed in Bucharest, and to no avail. If they didn’t work when we were here, opposite him?

      We were fucked.

      The rest of Eve’s markings ricocheted inside my skull. Each word was vital. Each one the means of bringing this bastard, and all those in his line, to an end.

      “As you can see,” Adamescu murmured, “I’ve made it my hobby to collect certain objet d’art.” He remained with his back to us. “A friend of mine has informed me that you might have something I would like to add to my collection.”

      When Adamescu turned around, Eve tensed at my side.

      I could understand why.

      It was often difficult to account for how beautiful Ghouls were when they were capable of such ugliness, and Adamescu was walking sin personified. He could have been a model with his perfect blond hair and pretty face. His eyes sparkled like sapphires, and his lips were a ruby red that was far too similar to the blood he fed from on the regular.

      Not just to nourish, but to kill.

      Samuel fed, and until recently, we’d fed too, but Ghouls destroyed with their appetites.

      Adamescu’s mouth twitched at what I assumed was Eve’s starstruck impression, but when she saw that, she cocked a brow at him, then reached up and dropped her purse down her arm. Pulling her hand from mine, she dipped into her purse and pulled out the ring we’d had mocked up to ensnare Drekavac’s attention.

      When she passed it over, his attention switched from her to the ring, and Eve smirked at me as she took off her jacket, revealing the markings that had proclaimed him as her victim.

      The seven of us moved around her in a semicircle, while his focus remained on the ring, as we slipped silently into position as rehearsed.

      The words Avalina had translated slipped into my mind, staying at the forefront of my memory as though there was a chalkboard in front of me I could read from.

      The words had to be perfect.

      We’d learned that from the wish we’d made back at Caelum. Words Bartlett had congratulated Eren on choosing because wishes were finicky.

      And this was not the moment for finicky.

      “With the…”

      “…blood of…”

      “…the Father to…”

      “…guide him, we…”

      “…wish for…”

      “…Drekavac…”

      “…to return home.”

      Seven voices spoke at once, and the second the words fell from our lips, Adamescu’s head tipped up in surprise. We spoke in a language as old as him, a language that would be the end of him.

      The second the wish was out there, red flashed in Drekavac’s eyes.

      “You think to contain me?” he growled, his Ghoul half flaring to life in the face of the threat.

      But it was too late.

      Even as fear swamped me that the wish hadn’t worked yet again, that we couldn’t do what Bartlett and Avalina believed us capable of, Eve let out a scream.

      The Original spun to face her, and his eyes became round as her ink, her fucking ink, began to move.

      Before our eyes, her hands glowed as the leaves, attached to endless reams of branches, spilled down from her fingers. Morphing from the light into a physical entity, and even as Adamescu made a running jump to attack her, a knife appearing in his hand from out of nowhere, the branches hit him.

      In seconds, he was hurling himself at us, and then he was wrapped in an endless ribbon of leaves. They went around and around him, coddling him into a papoose worthy of a baby. But the minute they covered him from top to bottom was the second they began to tighten.

      Before our eyes, the branches squeezed. Growing tighter. And tighter. Until there was a scream, this time from Adamescu, and then there was no more.

      The branches caved in on themselves, surging into a flame so hot that my skin felt scorched. Noticing from the scent filling the room that the paint on the walls had begun to melt, scorched by the intense fire incinerating the Original Ghoul, I dragged Eve back, but the branches were attached to her.

      There was no escape.

      But as quickly as the flames surged into being, they disappeared. In the blink of an eye, they were there and then they weren’t. As the heat died, the fire ceased, and there stood the cocoon of branches and leaves. They appeared intact until, for no reason at all, they shattered into a million pieces.

      We watched as, like glass, they dropped to the ground, but even as they revealed a pile of ash that we had to assume was Adamescu, a wind appeared from nowhere. Just as the fire had burned brightly, this whipped around, creating a tornado within the four walls of Adamescu’s office.

      The wind separated the two entities.

      Branches and leaves seemed to swirl close to the ground, whereas the ashes surged to the fore. A flash of light blinded us, and though my gouille raged, I had to drop my hand from Eve’s to cover my eyes from its unearthly glow.

      When I looked next, the haze from the ashes had disappeared, and the branches were retracting up Eve’s arms.

      She held them out so we could see, and just as they slipped back into her skin, they began to retract once more, disappearing until Dre rasped, “Look at her chest.”

      Eve dipped her chin, and quickly unfastened the buttons on the blouse she was wearing. The second we saw the strange motif on her stomach, the glow and the ink just as unusual as the leaves had been, screams sounded from the nightclub.

      “Cover up,” I snarled at her, barely giving her the time to do so before we hustled her into a protective circle and began to clear out of the office. As we moved, the scent of blood grew stronger, as did the scent of fire, except the over furnished spaces hadn’t fared as well as Drekavac’s empty office.

      Everywhere was scorched and parts of the VIP area were still burning, but what caught my eye were the piles of ash on the ground. Dozens of them.

      It had only fucking worked.

      Bartlett and Avalina’s theory, one posited from the clue scrawled on Eve’s skin, was true.

      One of the Original lines was defunct because Drekavac was no more, and all that remained were piles of ash that would be swept into the trash where they belonged.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Samuel

      

      

      

      “Did that seem too easy to anyone else?” I asked, once we were safely back in our vehicle and heading to our digs.

      Eve blinked at me. “Easy? Were you in the same room as me?”

      I snorted. “We just walked in and killed his ass. I expected more action.” After weeks of planning, of building up to this moment, it was all over. Pretty anti-climactic, in my opinion.

      “Sorry to disappoint you,” she retorted with a huff, as she folded her arms across her belly. But I spotted the wince.

      “Is it sore?”

      She pulled a face. “A little.”

      “When we make it back to the hotel,” Reed said, “we’ll take a picture so you can show Bartlett and Avalina. They can translate what we need to do and where we need to go.”

      “I hope we get some action next time,” I stated on a grunt. “I didn’t even get to feed.”

      “If my blood isn’t enough for you…”

      The twinkle in her eyes told me she was teasing, not that my Vampire appreciated the joke.

      I grumbled, “There’s a difference. The blood of a mate and the blood of an enemy.” I smacked my lips. “Nothing better.”

      “Love and hate are on the same taste spectrum, are they?” she countered with a pout that had me grinning at her.

      “I think I preferred you when you were quiet and didn’t understand half of what we had to say.”

      She snickered but shoved me in the side. I pressed my lips to her temple, hiding a grin. Around me, my brothers chuckled in the confines of the SUV Frazer was driving like he was on a Nascar track, but there was a definite levity in the air, a joyousness that came from a job well done.

      In less than five minutes, we’d eradicated a huge threat. How couldn’t we be proud of our achievement even if it had gone easier than anticipated?

      And what Eve had done? The way the branches had appeared like that? Man, that was beyond intense. It was like something from a movie, and it had me wondering if the motif on her belly would do the same thing.

      Clue, script, and weapon all in one.

      Talk about multitasking.

      I rubbed her arm as I said, “You know, when I looked up Drekavac, he was listed as a Slavic demon.”

      “So, in this area, they’ve always known to fear him,” Eve mused.

      “I’d never heard of him,” Stefan countered stiffly, but that was him at the moment. Stiff. He’d been in a mood since we’d landed in Romania, and that mood stank.

      Still, I got it. This was not the home London was for me.

      “Doesn’t surprise me that you haven’t, to be honest. He’s in the old tales. But the legends had him nicknamed as the Screamer, could lure pretty girls into sinning and, some say he could shift into a canine,” I offered.

      “Traits that are based on creatures,” Frazer mused.

      “Exactly.” I laughed. “Does that mean all the demons in the world are Ghouls?”

      Eve shuddered. “Don’t talk about it. It creeps me out.”

      I snorted at her words. She’d just killed millions and had ‘creeped out’ a few billion more. The nightclub had borne the brunt of Eve’s Jannah half. When we walked out, we saw that a lot of humans had been injured in the fires that had started when Drekavac’s line burned to ash, but I believed, more than anything, it was the spontaneous combustion of hundreds of people that would disturb them a little more.

      And I had to think that the rest of the world was just as concerned if this had happened on a mass scale, and there was no reason to think it hadn’t.

      “We might have to get in touch with Caelum,” I stated, speculating out loud. “I have to think that Nicholas would prefer to be kept in the loop now that we’ve done what we have.”

      “That would involve telling him about his parents, wouldn’t it?” Eve questioned, sounding uneasy on Bartlett and Avalina’s behalf.

      I shrugged. “He has to know at some point. Plus, now we’ve rid him of a third of the world’s Ghouls, he should be grateful for our assistance. We did in five minutes what he hasn’t been able to achieve in a lifetime.”

      And his lifetime went beyond the average four scores and ten.

      “I don’t know,” Frazer stated warily. “Nicholas holds a grudge. You and I both know that.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not going to give him our location, Fraze. I just mean that we should keep him in the loop. This one was relatively easy—”

      “Easy? The fuck? You weren’t the one who had to break into a fucking bank!” Dre growled, twisting in his seat in the SUV so he could glower at me.

      “No, I was the one that had to hack into the bank’s mainframe, security, and client systems,” I snapped back. “You think you guys were sweating bullets—”

      Before I could finish, Eve’s hand was on my thigh, and she was rubbing the muscle there, kneading it almost like my cat, Greta, had when I was a kid. The memory popped up out of nowhere, and I had to stop myself from smiling, or the others would have thought I was insane for just smirking in the middle of an argument.

      “Let’s calm down, everyone,” Eve said, but I noticed her tone had changed. The Lorelei was in play today, but more than that, there was steel behind each word too. Sometimes it was easy to think Eve was the same ingénue who’d traipsed into Caelum all those weeks ago in a white sack for a dress and a mud-brown cape, but she wasn’t.

      She was so much more than any of us had anticipated.

      At her statement, her demand, everyone huffed. The tension had brewed quickly among us in that moment, and I knew that was from a blend of adrenaline and stress.

      We’d knocked off one Original, but we still had two to go and we didn’t even know how difficult the next ones would be to find. With a third of the Ghouls gone, security would have increased, surely? This one had been easy, but the rest… not so much. That was why I wanted to contact Nicholas. He had teams, systems in place that would help us.

      But I understood my brothers’ unease. Caelum had a habit of eradicating those who didn’t fit in, and Eve was the antithesis of ‘fitting in.’ Even if she was Jannah, like Nicholas’s father, that didn’t mean the principal of Caelum would embrace her with open arms.

      With a sigh, I decided to wait to see how hard it would be to solve the next clue on Eve’s markings. There was no point in going to war with my Pack over something that might not be required.

      But, if Eve’s markings had told me anything, it was that roots were important. We’d already had to return to my home city and Stefan’s on our path. I couldn’t see that changing any time soon, and I knew the rest of our Pack would have to face their origins as well.
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      As I looked at the pictures on my screen, because it was easier than peering down at my belly, I recognized two things.

      One, I seriously needed to work out more. My tubby belly distorted some of the letters etched into my skin, and when I thought how all the men seemed to have metal beneath their stomachs whereas I was all soft and squishy, it made me uncomfortable. Especially when I thought about how all the other girls at Caelum were the same.

      Toned and taut was the fashion there.

      Two, God was a seriously good tattoo artist.

      The amulet on my stomach was beyond surreal. Large enough that its triangular peak rose between my breasts, wide enough that it sat across my not insubstantial hips. It was craggy, formed from bricks in a style that, when he’d seen the ink, had Dre frowning.

      But then, Dre was a frowner.

      He was going to get premature wrinkles from the way he was constantly puckered up. He continuously looked like he was either getting his tooth yanked out at the dentist or as if Eren had tricked him again and given him sour candy instead of the regular kind—not that we were supposed to have that stuff, but freedom came with the chance to make bad choices.

      Anyhow, the sides of the amulet were the least detailed of the markings. Around the inner rim was the clue to finding Raum, but also the wish we had to utter to take him from this world.

      Unlike before, we had more to go on than just a mountain range. In the foreground of the amulet, there was a temple. Or, I supposed, a pyramid. It just wasn’t like the ones I’d seen on the National Geographic channel documentary about Egypt’s ancient edifices. It had a flattened top that had four solid lines sticking out of it.

      In the background, there was a map, and when Dre had seen that, he really had turned grumpier than usual.

      Still, there was no need for a lot of heavy planning. No need to stop off anywhere or grab gear that we might need.

      The second we’d returned to our hotel in Romania, Sam had taken pictures of my stomach and had sent them to Bartlett and Avalina. We’d all crashed, had a good night’s rest to preempt the storm that was about to hit us—and I wasn’t just talking about with Raum, but with millions of folk spontaneously self-combusting, there was bound to be trouble brewing—and had woken up to a call from Bartlett with their translation.

      Now, an hour later, I’d showered and was waiting on the others to get ready as well.

      Though we could afford a larger hotel room or even several on the same floor, Frazer and Samuel only ever requested the largest suite available. I’d come to think that was down to the hotel size itself, but when we’d first landed in Bucharest late at night, they’d done that, and then when we’d found a smaller hotel in Ploiești, they’d done the same thing.

      I wasn’t complaining, but all eight of us taking a shower really took a long time.

      “It’s like GPS, isn’t it?” I mumbled to Reed, who was lying beside me on the bed, his attention on the TV that was detailing the mass panic and the chaos outside these walls.

      Piles of dust were everywhere, inside and out of buildings the world over. Each one was a fallen Ghoul, one that we’d destroyed, and something the humans should be grateful for if they knew the threat those ashes represented.

      “What is? The ashes?” His brow puckered, and his blond hair tumbled down over his forehead. I reached over, so happy I had the right to move the strands out of his line of sight, and brushed them aside. As my hand moved away, he sneaked a kiss to my wrist that had me thinking about last night.

      His eyes darkened at the sight and he grumbled, “Behave.”

      “Like you did in the bathroom last night?” I teased, biting my lip as I thought about how he’d taken me against the wall after we’d returned from the bar.

      “I did what any respectable citizen of the world should,” he retorted.

      That had me snickering. “Oh, what’s that?”

      “We conserved water, didn’t we?”

      He was being serious.

      My snickering turned into a belly laugh that had me rolling onto my side as his seriousness hit home. After a few guffaws that gained the others’ attention, and earned me a few grins and a smirk here and there, I managed to bite out, “We wasted more water than we saved!”

      He shook his head. “Nope.”

      “And you’re unanimous in that statement, huh?” I wheezed. More water had gone down the drain last night than had hit us, for God’s sake. Plus, whenever I’d tried to keep things PG, he’d soaped up my boobs and things had derailed.

      I mean, I wasn’t about to complain… I’d had three orgasms, and that was like a law. You couldn’t bitch at a man who’d given you three orgasms during a twenty-minute shower.

      Or could you?

      I was still new to this man-woman stuff. Or, in my instance, men-woman stuff. What I’d learned at the compound taught me that they could beat me if I didn’t fall into line, and that I’d have to cook for them and wash up after them every day of my life.

      Thus far, we’d eaten out every day, and the hotels did the cleaning. It wasn’t an example of how the rest of our lives would be, nonetheless it boded well, in my opinion.

      “I’m definitely unanimous. We saved the Earth last night, even while I rocked your world.”

      I hooted at his cocky grin, then slapped him on the stomach to shut him up. “Don’t. Seriously,” I wheezed; my own belly was aching from laughing so hard.

      He winked at me. “What’s this about GPS?”

      When my laughter had burned off some, I managed to drawl, “God-Positioning-System.”

      He groaned. “That has to be the worst joke ever.”

      “It’s not a joke! It’s true. He’s telling us where to go, isn’t he? That beats the satellites the humans use.”

      “True,” he retorted, sliding his arm around my shoulder and hauling me close. “Can I talk you into another shower? It’s my turn in the bathroom next.”

      “Nope.” I stuck out my tongue. “Nestor asked me first.”

      His eyes darkened again, but this time, in a way that told me his Hell Hound was present. Everything inside me tensed. Not in concern, but with need.

      Goodness, he was delicious when his beast surged forth.

      Stroking my fingers over his brow, I murmured, “Are you okay?”

      “I’ll be better when this is all over with.”

      I couldn’t blame him, and knew we were all on edge over what Bartlett had explained to us in their last call.

      That he and Avalina were so knowledgeable, not just from their time on Earth, but also from the things they’d studied and lectured on, was a great boon.

      This time was different than the last. Amid the leaves and branches on my body, the thousands of tiny letters and words had crafted together one wish. The amulet? Written into its design were two wishes. Two. That meant things were getting complicated, and it also meant that Sam was likely going to get the action he’d been so keen on seeing…

      More than that, the amulet’s clue had referenced the feathered serpent, which was an Ancient deity from the Toltec, Aztec, and Mayan civilizations.

      Apparently, there was a major pyramid in San Juan Teotihuacán in Mexico that was dedicated to Quetzalcoatl, but Bartlett had explained that the clue in the markings on my belly indicated a different location. One on a site called Tula in Hidalgo, Mexico.

      So, we had two wishes to worry about uttering and a destination to fret about reaching.

      Dre, whether he wanted to or not, was going home, and from the grim expression he’d been wearing ever since our early morning wakeup call from Adam and Eve, he was looking forward to it as little as the rest of us were.

      After Eren was done in the shower, Reed got up after giving me a kiss and headed for his own ablutions. Within the hour, we were all ready to rock, and as we headed out of the hotel, the true devastation we’d reaped on the world became evident.

      The news was calling it Armageddon, and it was damn inconvenient, actually. It meant that most flights were canceled, and that we’d been scrambling to find a carrier who was flying to Mexico today.

      Thank God we were rich, because Frazer had spent a small fortune on the tickets!

      The streets of Ploiești were dead as we made our way to Bucharest airport, and driving from the small town and onward to the capital was definitely an eyesore. People suddenly being incinerated left a mess behind, not unsurprisingly. Ghouls who’d been driving cars had crashed and caused pileups, which were a major source of the chaos. Getting through the traffic jams they’d caused, meant we were running late as we approached the airport, having spent most of the journey using back roads to get there.

      As we left behind a world torn by chaos and fear, and soared into the sky to head back to London, I released a relieved breath to be in the air and away from the mayhem on the ground.

      I thought about the people, the innocents, who’d perished last night, and guilt filled me, and I knew I wasn’t alone in that. Everyone was quiet. For most of the journey, truth be told. Heading to London, then on to Atlanta, and finally into Mexico City, we traveled nonstop and grabbed a rental at the ghost-staffed airport before setting on our way for Tula.

      Mexico was just as badly affected as Romania had been, and why wouldn’t that be the case?

      Drekavac’s line had roots that spanned the globe. Every country in the world was feeling the force of his death.

      Still, it was like driving through a warzone. Cars pulled off at the side of the road, and people wandered as though they were lost and aimless, heading for somewhere that was known only to them. They were armed with random stuff—signs from the roads, and things from the jungle that lined some of the paths we had to drive down.

      “It’s like something from Mad Max,” Stefan grumbled, as we hit Ocampo, and were around twenty minutes from Hidalgo.

      Eren whistled. “Jesus, you’re right.”

      “Or Die Hard,” Reed mused, and so began an argument between the two as we drove into the city and made our way to Tula.

      Hidalgo was a strange mixture of small and large. A bit like Ploiești in its feel, but nothing like the major cities of London and Geneva. The buildings were small, somehow, a little ramshackle. I wasn’t one to judge, but I had a feeling that this particular area we were driving through was poor. Everywhere seemed to need a lick of paint, and the roads were tight with the abandoned vehicles, which made things even narrower, and even the cars looked older.

      As we headed over a bridge, we saw clusters of men gathering at one end of the street and I felt the car quicken up as we crossed onto the other side of the riverbank.

      “What were they doing?” I asked Eren, who was at my side.

      He curved his arm around my shoulder. “They looked like they were going to start looting.”

      “People, no matter where you go, are bastards,” Frazer stated, his tone condemning as he over-revved the engine in his agitation. “They’ll take advantage of the chaos the world over to try to make a quick buck.”

      “They’re going to steal?” I theorized.

      “Yeah. Knock down doors and break windows to get inside stores.” He grunted. “The bitch of it is, we’ve killed one source of evil but humans… there’s just no helping them.”

      His words, though they’d been throwaway, affected me as we carried on driving toward the ancient site. The bridge had let me see the colorful houses up ahead, which shone in bright jewel-like colors amid gray brick frontages that had spray paint on them. Not as graffiti, but for advertising a business, and I could only assume that the business belonged to the house owner.

      When we finally parked the car, aware that we’d have to walk the rest of the way to the site, it amused me to see a Catholic church opposite one of the smaller trails we were taking.

      Either they were trying to spare the souls of those who dared to believe in ancient deities or were looking to pick up donations from visitors, I wasn’t sure which. Just knew that today was going to be a slow day for them considering most of the world’s population was concerned more with hiding out than heading to church.

      It was hitting four o’clock in the afternoon, and the sun was high in the sky. My skin felt slick from the heat, and the last thing I wanted was to be walking toward a temple that might or might not be the place of our deaths, but sometimes, ya just had to suck it up and get on with shit.

      At least, that was what Nestor said.

      I didn’t necessarily agree, but it wasn’t like I had a choice.

      “I hope this is the right fucking place,” Frazer mumbled as he grabbed a backpack that was loaded with water and other stuff. ‘Stuff’ because I hadn’t been there when he’d packed it after we’d made it into Mexico City and had hit a camping store.

      I had a feeling he thought we were going to have to camp out here, and that was the last thing I wanted.

      To be honest, I needed to be in and out of this place as soon as we could.

      After last night, and then just that short glimpse that showed me how humans were exploiting the situation for their own gain, I wanted to get on with things. Move ahead if that was an option for us.

      Maybe our death lay at the end of this journey, I wasn’t sure. But I knew we had no say in the matter. Not now. I was acting as God’s Hand, for whatever reason, and as crazy as that made me sound, it was the truth.

      We were ridding the world of a scourge, and yet…

      I sighed.

      Not all humans were like those looters, and maybe they were poor and starving. Not all humans were like those in my cult who could kill innocents because they were ill. Not all humans were like the men who’d taken advantage of a young Stefan, paying him for sex so he could fill his belly. They weren’t like the man who Dre’s parents had paid to help them cross into America, only for him to kill them on the way there. They weren’t like Nestor’s parents who’d abandoned him to a priest because he was sick, nor were they like Eren’s brother-in-law who’d abused a mentally disturbed child…

      Or were they?

      Six examples of humans at their finest.

      Why were we trying to save them again?

      Stomach churning, and not from the blanket of heat that hit me as we began to trudge toward the complex, I grabbed Frazer’s hand. Even he had been affected by evil humans. Hadn’t his cousin been raped? Hadn’t his parents locked him in a mental asylum?

      It seemed like only Samuel and Reed hadn’t been touched by the evilness of mankind.

      “What is it?”

      Frazer’s low voice had me shaking my head. “Nerves,” I lied, because I wasn’t nervous, just unsure if the people we were saving deserved our sacrifice.

      “God, this would normally be crowded at this time of the day,” Dre stated gruffly, as he eyed the empty site.

      The ruins were massive, and even from this distance, the figures atop the temple were visible for all to see. Those four soldiers, made from basalt and carved so they stood thirteen feet tall, were the reason we were here and not in another part of the country.

      The Toltec warriors were why Bartlett had suggested we come to this temple and not the Pyramid dedicated to Quetzalcoatl.

      “How can a Ghoul be living in there?” Nestor argued, swiping a hand over his brow where sweat was beading. “Hell, Ghouls. It’s an archeological ruin!”

      “Perfect hunting ground,” Dre ground out, his face stormy and his body so tense that I wanted nothing more than to go to him, to hug him and ease his stress. But he didn’t want that from me.

      Not yet.

      I had to pray there’d come a time when he did, otherwise my Pack wouldn’t be complete.

      “Do we think they’re living inside the temple?” Frazer questioned.

      “They’re not like temples nowadays. These places had secret caves underneath them, tunnels that even the archeologists studying them haven’t found yet. It’s not unlikely that someone could be living down there,” Samuel explained, always the voice of reason.

      I frowned at him. “But why would they?”

      “Because they can?” he countered with a shrug.

      I eyed him for a second, amused at his bedhead hair, cocky smirk, and the shades he wore that made him look beyond cool. I was still finding it hard to reference what exactly it took for someone to be cool, but at that moment, I had a walking, talking definition of it.

      At the same time, he was hot. And that made things more confusing.

      How could someone be hot and cool?

      He cocked a brow at my study, and I grinned at him, which seemed to surprise him because both brows surged upward this time. “What?”

      “Just wondering how you could be hot and cool at the same time.”

      The guys all started snickering around me, but I shrugged because it was a genuine question. Samuel’s cheeks flushed a little, but I laughed when he curved his arm around my waist and hauled me into him.

      “I’ll make you pay for that later,” he growled, dipping down to kiss my lips.

      “Promises, promises,” I teased back, eyes sparkling—not that he could see beneath the shades Frazer had insisted I buy in Harrods.

      He snorted, then to all of us, said, “That old ‘souldiers’ reference is my major concern.”

      Reed nodded. “The spelling, but also the fact they’re going to join our ranks? How the fuck can ancient stone statues join our ranks?”

      “I don’t know, but I think we need to climb up there and investigate them.”

      “Is there no way inside the temple?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure there is, but that’s territory unknown to all of us and we have no idea how we’re going to get Raum outside into the open so we can tackle him.” Sam rubbed his chin. “There are two wishes for a reason, guys. Maybe one is to trigger the soldiers and the other is specifically for Raum?”

      Because I didn’t know what the wishes were, I couldn’t say. Last time when Avalina had translated my tattoo, I’d been present. The men had uttered the wish, but it hadn’t worked. The world hadn’t descended into chaos as it had after last night. So, to my mind, it had been silly for Bartlett to specifically ask that I leave the room so I couldn’t hear what they were discussing.

      The off-chance that the Jannah in me responded and granted a useless wish, one that wouldn’t have the same power as if I was in the presence of the next Ghoul on our hit list—the Crow—seemed unlikely.

      God was giving out locations and weapons for a reason, after all—for us to take the Originals out in person. Still, I understood the need for caution. Bartlett and Avalina had lived longer than anyone else on Earth, all because God was punishing them for falling for the devil’s temptation, and had never thought to see the day that such a feat could be managed.

      Well, it had, and we were onto round two.

      Raum was another demon on Wikipedia. Ironically enough, he could shape-shift, and in his downtime tormented humans while on vacation time from his real job as being an Earl in Hell.

      Well, that was what the humans thought.

      In real life, or IRL as Samuel called it, he was one of the three original Ghouls, and today was his day to die.

      “The ‘souldiers’ have to be an inherent aspect of what goes down today. For them to be a part of the clue,” Eren mused. “In the other clue, we had the means and the location of getting to Drekavac. That must mean the basalt Toltecs are a key to the plan.”

      I had to admit I was relieved that the temple wasn’t as high as I’d expected. Fifty or so steps—I could handle that. It was the walk toward the temple that was going to crucify me, because sheesh, it seemed to be even hotter than before.

      From a distance, the entire lot the temple sat on seemed to be covered by white, chalky dust, but as we approached the sacred ruin, it wasn’t white but a yellow-green that came from bleached grass that was springy beneath our feet. I could empathize with the parched flora because I was already chugging from my water bottle and we were five minutes into our fifteen-minute trek.

      It was so strange to leave the modernity of Hidalgo and head into this, the ruins of an ancient civilization. Well, Hidalgo wasn’t exactly New York—if I knew what New York was like, that is—but still, it was a huge contrast from a people who had lived thousands of years before Christ.

      In the distance, the four soldiers began to grow larger as we approached, and the sight of them had something inside me fluttering to life.

      The sensation was beyond bizarre because the only other time I’d felt it was when the guys did something to turn me on. So, yeah, it was definitely strange.

      “The mark’s glowing,” Samuel muttered, and he dragged me to a halt.

      At his words, the others stopped too, and peered at me like I was one of the artifacts on Drekavac’s wall, caged in glass and there only for his entertainment.

      But he was right. Beneath my shirt, the amulet on my stomach was truly visible through the thick cotton—I was back in my regular uniform of yoga pants and one of the guys’ shirts. Today’s was Reed’s. Mostly because I loved his scent and he’d worn this yesterday, so it was loaded with his essence. Maybe a day-old shirt was gross to wear, but I really didn’t give a damn.

      What was I supposed to wear on a death trip?

      High heels and a little black dress?

      Nope.

      “Think that means we’re on the right track?” Eren mused.

      “Has to be.” Frazer released a relieved breath. “Thank God Bartlett wasn’t wrong. That would have been a real pain in the ass.”

      “What happens after…?” I whispered. “If the world is broken now, then how is it going to be when we get rid of another chunk of the Ghouls’ population?”

      He shrugged, then curved his arm around my shoulder. Bringing me into his side, he said, “We’ll do what we have to. Even if it means grabbing another boat and traveling to where we need to go next.”

      I bit my bottom lip. “It could take a long time.”

      “We have all the time in the world.”

      Did we though?

      I wasn’t sure, not after what I’d seen from the humans who’d begun looting in this relatively small town. I hadn’t seen the like in Bucharest, but it was undoubtedly the same the world over.

      With news of the apocalypse, people weren’t going to start behaving better, were they?

      Wasn’t it strange that I was more scared of them than the Ghouls we were about to kill?

      Because my men were focused on this current issue, I decided not to cloud things with ‘what-ifs?’ since there was no guarantee we’d even make it out of here, so fretting about the future could happen when it was the present.

      Frazer hauled me alongside him, and Samuel and Stefan seemed to hustle close like they wanted to be near me.

      Were they as scared as me? Maybe not about what was about to go down, but of the future?

      I carried on gnawing on my bottom lip as we finally made it to the temple.

      It was forged from a gray stone that was weathered by age and the climate. The steps were both soft from being trodden upon frequently and yet, remarkably clear-cut, making me wonder how the ancients had forged this kind of temple with their limited tools.

      “You don’t think Quetzalcoatl is Raum, do you?” I whispered, the thought slithering through me like the feathered serpent to whom this place was dedicated.

      “No. Raum is no God. No creature to be celebrated. He’s just an opportunist,” Samuel replied.

      “How can you be so sure?” I asked him.

      “Because God pointed us here for a reason. He has a plan, and we have to have faith.”

      When the others began nodding, I realized that somehow, along the way, the guys had come to believe where before they’d been definite atheists.

      I guess it made sense. What with their mate glowing like fairy lights I’d seen in the Christmas movies and taking them on a day trip to meet Adam and Eve…

      Because he wasn’t wrong, not technically, I nodded and began to climb the steps.

      We were purposely quiet now as we approached the top of the temple, which was a kind of plateau. We weren’t sure where the Ghouls were supposed to be living in this damn place, which didn’t exactly make things easier for us.

      The temple was on the tourist trail. Nothing as major as some of the other sites, but a busy place nonetheless. Today, it was a ghost town, and while that was to our benefit, it didn’t exactly help us blend in.

      I was surprised that the Original had no guards here at all. Maybe he lived all alone in this temple?

      Because that wasn’t creepy.

      Not one bit.

      Or were we safe from them because they were hidden within the ancient ruin?

      Just as creepy.

      The second I stepped onto the plateau where the soldiers stood guard, I eyed them warily. That feeling of connection hit me once more as I stared at the stylized bodies of the Toltec warriors.

      They each wore a headdress and had a stern expression chiseled onto their faces. They had boots and a belt with a kind of, what I could only call, stone kilt, and then on their chest, the emblem of Quetzalcoatl—a fierce serpent with a kind of feathered mane.

      They were beyond spooky, because their determination was evident.

      And only I seemed to sense that.

      I wasn’t saying that everyone believed them to be decorative, but I felt their purpose. Sure, it was to protect the temple, but more than that, it was to do what had to be done to defend their deity. And as that resonated with me, I realized how truly disgraceful it was that Raum had infiltrated this place and had made it his home.

      As though they were living breathing creatures, I sensed the soldiers’ disgust, their desire to cleanse the temple that was theirs to guard for an eternity…

      The overwhelming thoughts swirled around my head as I stepped toward them. They towered over me, over twice my height as I peered up at their stern visages, rubbing my fingers over where I could reach, needing to physically connect with them in a way I couldn’t explain.

      When I reached the fourth one, I turned around and saw the land ahead.

      The temple stood on four levels, each built up with rounded, oblong bricks that had supported these soldiers for several hundred lifetimes. Ahead, I could see columns that had been shorn down to thigh-height, and that spoke of a community of buildings that had once stood here. I could see more foundations, a lot of the parched grass and dusty white paths, then in the distance, a mountain and some of the city beyond.

      “Eve?” Reed asked, his voice quiet but, in this dead space where there was no noise from anything, not the crowds of humanity who should be here to visit this ruin, or even a car engine or a plane rumbling overhead, it was loud. So loud, I flinched.

      Turning to him, I stared at all my mates, saw their confusion, their wariness as they stared at me then the soldiers.

      It was one thing to theorize, but to stand here now?

      There was a purpose here.

      As I moved back toward the center of the plateau, I sucked down a breath and stated, “Make a wish.”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Frazer

      

      

      

      I swallowed at her words, sensing the change that had overtaken Eve and disturbed us all. She was no longer the girl who relied upon her mates to understand the most basic of human interactions in the modern world. No longer a woman who had no idea what a credit card was, and how something as simple as a parking meter worked.

      No, the Jannah was here. I felt it. Felt her. And though it excited the Sin Eater deep inside me, it scared the man because the man wanted Eve. Not the part of her that was other.

      At her words, though, Eve’s mates cast each other a wary glance before inhaling and on a silent, one, two, three, declared:

      “We wish…”

      “...for…”

      “…the souls…”

      “…of the…”

      “…Fallen…”

      “to protect…”

      “…the living.”

      For a second, nothing seemed to happen, and then, the light on Eve’s belly began to pulse. She released a cry that had us jerking in surprise. Just as Reed stepped toward her, she fell to her knees and the light streamed out of her as though she were a lighthouse. If night had fallen, she’d be a beacon for anyone to find their way home, and that was exactly what she was…

      We just didn’t realize it.

      As she glowed, from her position on her knees and at the center of the four soldiers, they all seemed to be caught in the light she emitted.

      If I hadn’t seen it with my eyes, I’d never have believed it, but the lines that made up the carvings on the Toltec warriors began to ooze with a glow of their own.

      It was like each thin cavity was a vein, and just as she sagged, the light streaming from her no more, the warriors took on that power, glowing so brightly that it stung my eyes.

      For a second, there was silence, and the pulsation of light seemed to run in time to the beat of my heart. As I stared, the veins in the warriors seemed to gleam, turning red like blood, and as we gaped, all of us with our mouths open wide, the soldiers began to move.

      Motherfucking move.

      The groan of stone grinding against stone was eerie in the silence, and one leg seemed to bend, the knee creaking as it moved to hip-height, before the boot collided with the temple’s roof.

      Eve, still on her knees on the floor, began to crawl over to us, her energy spent as we stood there gawking at the miracle or nightmare that was going down before our eyes.

      Reed and Stefan rushed forward to haul her up onto her feet and draw her toward us, just as they did it again.

      Boom.

      Boom.

      Boom.

      Three loud cracks and around us, the temple began to shake. The single bricks that made up the edifice, almost like a brick-built house on a grander scale, seemed to exude dust as the warriors rattled the entirety of the temple.

      Boom.

      Boom.

      Boom.

      In beats of three, they made their silent anger known.

      The sudden sound of wings whooshing free hit our ears, and as we turned to the side, a large crow appeared, seemingly from out of nowhere, but evidently from a secret door hidden within the chambers.

      As it stared at us, its black feathers gleaming like night itself under the sun’s heavy rays, the beast seemed to take us all in. The seven of us and Eve who was sagging against my brothers, then the soldiers, who’d turned to glower at the demon in their presence.

      The Ghoul wasn’t stupid.

      As it saw us, its wings spread wide and it began to soar, riding on the wind as it moved out, heading away from the temple.

      “The next wish!” Eve gasped.

      And her words were the trigger. We’d all been stunned speechless at what was going down before us, but we spoke as one after her prompt.

      “We wish…

      “…for the…”

      “…Fallen to…”

      “…act as…”

      “…God’s hand…”

      “…and mete out…”

      “…his holy punishment.”

      The wind surged as our wish was granted. It appeared from out of nowhere. Beyond us, the plains had been still. The breeze would have been a welcome respite from the heat of the day, in fact, but there’d been no movement. None at all.

      The second our wish fell upon the Jannah’s ears, however, that all changed.

      The wind buffeted the crow, so even as it swooped away from the temple, soaring toward the city of Hidalgo itself, it brought it back toward us. Like a magnet.

      The crow was tossed and turned in the wind’s buffeting strength, and as the bird returned to us, we heard them.

      Footsteps.

      Ghouls soared out of each of the openings in the temple. Whether they were secret or just known to them, we’d never have the answers to that, but as thousands of them appeared from out of nowhere, I felt my Sin Eater surge to the fore.

      Our training kicked into gear then, making it so we assessed the threat and worked as one unit even though, until this point in our lives, we’d always been two.

      We shuffled toward the center of the plateau. Although it was always our intent to hurt as many of the scourge as we physically could, that simply wasn’t possible with the numbers or with Eve to protect.

      She had to survive this.

      Hell, we all did.

      Without her, our wishes couldn’t be granted.

      Without us, there was no one to make the wish.

      For the first time in a long while, fear truly hit me. It exacerbated the Sin Eater’s rage at being hemmed in, and as the Ghouls stormed toward us, running up the short staircase to reach us, the crow finally hit the airspace above Tula.

      Like the soldiers knew it, the grating sounds appeared once more. This time, we were closer, and the stone creaking against stone was reminiscent of nails on a chalkboard. Enough for all of us to cringe.

      I knew we were fighting the desire to leap into the fray, to head off the Ghouls and kill as many as we could, but that wasn’t our purpose here today.

      We weren’t warriors.

      We were a Jannah’s mates.

      She needed us. As we needed her.

      The soldiers moved, their great boots stomping as they began to shift into a circle. The Ghouls, spying this phenomenon, paused to take in the sight of ancient monoliths moving like they’d been born for this purpose.

      Perhaps they had.

      Into this maelstrom, Eve began to sing. Her Lorelei churned out a song that had the Ghouls freezing in place, all several thousand of them hovering in midair on their path to reach us. Startled out of his surprise, Eren joined in, humming along with her as the words she was singing were reminiscent of the language I’d heard her talk in back in London—back when she’d been slaying those Ghouls in a dark alley.

      To her serenading song, stone arms shot out, each one gliding against the others as their rough hands clunked against the others’. The light in their veins seemed to pool in their palms until it shone so brightly, it had to be hotter than the sun itself.

      From out of nowhere, there was a screeching sound. We dropped to our knees as a tail seemed to waft over us, almost hitting us and throwing us off the plateau—Reed was caught in the backdraft and he was tossed a few feet away.

      As he scrambled back toward us, I stared up at the most bizarre sight I could imagine.

      Gulping, I bit off, “Is that what I think it is?”

      “A feathered serpent?” Samuel rasped, his eyes skyward as were ours.

      Even the mesmerized Ghouls appeared fascinated by a display that belonged in some kind of Spielberg movie! Except this was real. This was happening. And we were a part of it.

      The creature was massive. Its tail long enough to shroud the temple in its might if it coiled around the edifice. The feathers that crested its tail and head were like a rainbow, except this rainbow was so much more than anything I’d ever seen before.

      There were colors there that didn’t exist. That were close to impossible to describe because I’d never seen them before and, truly believed, I’d never see again.

      The snout was that of a giant lizard, something that was reminiscent of a dragon of old, and the wings that seemed to be too small for the giant form clung to shoulders that were hidden beneath the plume of feathers. Teeth and beady eyes peeked out of the feathers, making it one of the ugliest, most beautiful things I’d ever seen in my entire life.

      As the tail wrapped itself to the temple, using it as an anchor, the Ghouls were knocked aside and decimated with an undulation of its massive body.

      Meaning we were safe.

      I wanted to drop to my knees in thanks but didn’t, because the war hadn’t even started yet, and for whatever reason, Eve was still singing.

      A song that didn’t affect any of her mates.

      With our attention skyward once we realized we were safe for the moment, we stared at the giant feathered serpent as it used its grip on the temple to launch itself into the air. The wings beat faster and faster, using the wind that kept the crow in its territory to gain momentum.

      When it was airborne, we watched as the serpent circled the crow that was tiny in comparison. Its endless tail moved around and around in a manner that was so reminiscent of what had happened with Drekavac that we knew what was about to happen.

      The wind disappeared as quickly as it had stormed into being, and as the serpent finally tightened its tail around the bird, there was a huge bang that seemed to shake the earth itself.

      The serpent and the bird in its embrace exploded into flame. The fire was like the one that had consumed Drekavac, burning so hotly, that the air itself seemed to heat up and the sweat on my body had nothing to do with the sun, but with the conflagration taking place over fifty feet above me.

      Eve’s song finally faltered, and she whimpered as the fire consumed the serpent, but we weren’t surprised when what went up came down, and with another huge bang, both burned corpses sank to the ground.

      This time, the earth quaked for real. The temple beneath us began to shudder as though it was being shaken from the inside out, and maybe it was.

      As the wind appeared once more, separating the bones of the serpent from the bird’s ashes, the latter soared into the air, spinning in a wide circle.

      From the remnants of the serpent—and the Toltec warriors who’d coalesced into the beast—the light that Eve had given it appeared once more, and it poured into a beam that shot forth. When it collided with Eve, she staggered back, her belly glowing once more as the amulet on her form began to pulse. But the light was too much, and as it combined with another quake from the earth, she stumbled backward.

      Reed tried to grab her. Fuck, we all did. We rushed toward her, the gouille’s wings springing forth from Nestor’s back as he leaped for her, but she tumbled down the plateaus, the hard brick providing her with no cushion.

      We ran after her, but we made it too late. The stairs almost tripped us up since they were so narrow, but we made it without injury. Around us, the world went to shit as the Ghouls that had been tossed aside when the feathered serpent had lashed them, flaying them into pieces, surged into flame, but our focus was on Eve who lay like a pile of broken bones on the ground.

      There was no time for basic first aid, no time to process what the hell was happening. The earth quaked again, and this time, the temple began to groan as though it was about to shatter into a thousand pieces.

      “I’ll carry her,” Dre called out, amid the chilling sounds of an ancient building collapsing.

      We had no time to reply as he shifted into his bear. The creature had seen far too few moments in the light and had no chance for further exploration. Instead, it hunkered down, hauled his mate into his arms and took off at a run that would astonish any passing scientist that was an expert on bears.

      We took off after them, running around the fires that burned so hotly that it was no wonder humans were terrified if all in Raum’s line were perishing in the fiery flames, which could only be this hot if they were a weapon from God himself.

      The fifteen-minute walk took five minutes at a swift run, and all of us were feeling the tough pace as we sprinted back to the church where we’d parked the car in its lot. Not only was it so hot I felt like my skin was broiling, but the ground beneath us trembled and quivered, making the placement of each foot vital as we ran. If we weren’t careful, we’d fall. If we weren’t fast enough, we’d get caught in the chaos.

      Behind us, it sounded like the world itself was coming to an end as the scent of fire hit our nostrils and the heat hit us like a blanket, even though we were a good mile away from it.

      Was this fire and brimstone?

      The scent was like nothing I’d ever smelled before, and though I wished it were the last time I’d ever experience it, I knew there was one more Original to go.

      But, until that time, we had to get Eve the hell out of here.

      She was, as always, our priority.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Dre

      

      

      

      “What’s wrong with her, dammit?” I ground out, refusing to relinquish my hold on her as Samuel tried to get her to wake up.

      The bear that had clung to her, carrying her away from the mayhem of Raum’s death site, was clinging to her, and was pissed off as hell at the sight of Samuel smacking her in an attempt to wake her up.

      Even though I understood, every time he did something to try to stir her, I wanted to smack him back.

      Fuck, the bear wanted to maul him, so my punishment would be nothing in comparison.

      “She fell!” Reed growled, and my bear recognized his Hell Hound. We were two beasts in a far too small space, and that never boded well.

      “Calm down! Now!”

      Eren.

      His Lorelei made the words a command, and we all instantly obeyed because the fucker was powerful like that.

      “We’re not helping Eve by fighting. Let’s take this rationally. We have to get out of Hidalgo and back to Mexico City. God only knows where we have to go next, but once we’re there, at least we’ll be close to an international airport.”

      Though his words were brusque, with the punch of the Lorelei behind them, it was incredibly difficult not to comply. Difficult to the point that I twisted my head from side to side as I tried to evade his command.

      “Fucker,” I growled when his compulsion died off.

      “Focus on what matters,” he retorted, totally unapologetic at using his creature to make us do his bidding.

      Reed grunted. “I agree we should head back to Mexico City. But I’m not sure if we shouldn’t go to a clinic first.”

      “Look at this place,” I grumbled, staring around the town that was so like my hometown I wanted to puke. “It’s a shithole. The clinic will be useless. It probably won’t even have a functioning X-ray machine. What use will that be to her? Get to the city, then we can take her to a hospital when she wakes up.”

      I refused to contemplate that there was an ‘if’ in that sentence.

      This woman made me so fucking angry. When she wasn’t pissing me off by being an ingénue, she was ripping my world apart by Choosing me when I’d never wanted to be Chosen. Now she was unconscious, a ragged pile of bones in my arms, and I wanted her to wake the fuck up.

      Now.

      Of course, she didn’t comply and that made me want to shake her. To shake her and shake her until she grumbled at me, those beautiful amber eyes of hers glowering at me from under heavy lashes.

      A hand grabbed my shoulder and squeezed. “She’ll be well, brother.”

      As I stared back at Stefan, I groused, “She has no choice.”

      Another quake had the ground rumbling beneath us and Frazer, who was at the wheel, swerved to avoid a sudden fissure that appeared in the already shitty tarmac.

      “Jesus Christ,” he hollered, then sped up as fissures appeared all around us, breaking off into great crevices that could swallow our SUV whole.

      Of course, Eve began to stir at that moment.

      Once upon a time, I’d called her Trouble, but I thought Chaos fit better now.

      It was only as she began to move in my arms, though, that I realized the more she did, the more fissures and cracks appeared in the road.

      “Do you see this?” I demanded of Stefan, who was hanging over the back of my seat staring down at us both.

      “Yeah. I am.”

      “What is it?” Samuel hollered. “What’s going on?”

      “I think she’s making the Earth quake.”

      It should have been impossible, but I’d just seen four stone statues turn into a goddamn feathery snake. The impossible was possible where Eve was concerned.

      I tightened my hold on her, hoping against hope that my presence might do something, might make her feel better, calm her down. Anything.

      It was then I realized that my presence would do jack shit.

      Why should I be able to comfort her in her unconscious state when she wasn’t used to me?

      Something I’d forged by myself.

      Goddammit, I was self-destructive to the point of idiocy.

      She’d Chosen me, but I hadn’t let her Claim me. Our bond was nothing in comparison to what she had with the others.

      “Get her,” I hollered at Reed. “Comfort her.”

      He blinked at me, then shook his head. “Don’t be stupid. She needs you as much as she needs me.”

      I wasn’t sure that if our positions had been reversed, I’d have been as generous as he was at that moment.

      The bitter poison welled inside me. A poison that had been forged at the abandonment of my parents, and then during the time I’d been raised by my evil bitch of an abuela. It seemed to seethe inside me, rattling to the point where I wanted to spew it free but there was no one to aim it at.

      No one who deserved it except for me.

      I tensed when Eve groaned, her head rolling back and forth against my chest. I tightened my hold on her, hoping that would work, but it only made her struggle all the more. Releasing my hold, I let her sag into me, then jerked her back when another quake boomed beneath us.

      In the distance, an explosion hit. The wave of car alarms that followed it had my ears ringing. I turned back and saw that where, in the distance, the peaks of the temple that had been visible on its high rise, were no longer there.

      The temple was gone.

      Christ, would the city survive whatever the hell was happening?

      As we raced out of Hidalgo, the quake followed us. It was almost like Eve was having a seizure the way she rolled in my arms, jerking and tensing, stiffening and relaxing to the point where she was lax on my lap.

      I happened to look out the window and saw the sign for Hidalgo, saluting us farewell as we made it out of its city limits. When we crossed the line, Eve instantly relaxed. Not to the point where she was limp, but like she could rest.

      And with that rest, the light began again.

      I was getting sick of that motherfucking glow.

      Except, this time, it didn’t center in one place. Her hands began to gleam, the skin turning pink as the yellow light shone through it. Two appeared on her chest, just above her tits, another two around her knees, one on her belly, and a final one on her left arm.

      I turned her hands and saw that it was the marks on her palms that were lit up like a Christmas tree. The marks she wore that Nestor and I should bear but didn’t. It wasn’t until now that I realized how much I resented that.

      The others bore her marks, why didn’t I?

      What had singled out Nestor and me?

      Reed grabbed her leg and shoved up the hem of her yoga pants to reveal the lines of a snarling hound. I frowned at the sight and asked, “Your Hell Hound?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. I mean, I think. I’ve never actually shifted.” He ran a hand through his hair, his agitation evident.

      “You need to, man. Nothing like it,” I told him, my tone sympathetic.

      We hadn’t been in a position for him to shift, but we’d need to rectify that. For Nestor too. Sure, his wings had made an appearance back at the temple, but we needed time in our other forms. Time to breathe and to grow into them. We three were Shifter souls, as in touch with our beasts as the human halves of our nature. Now Eve had fucked us up ahead of schedule, and the three of us would need to take time to grow comfortable in our other skin.

      I shuffled Eve in my grasp and began to unbutton her shirt. Yeah, it felt creepy to me too, but I wanted to know what was going on underneath.

      Above the cups of her lavender bra, which housed tits that made my mouth water, there were two distinct shapes, but what bewildered me the most? The tree was back. Except it didn’t extend down her arms this time, just had centered itself on her belly. It spread out wide, taking over her stomach, moving around to her sides, covering the still-red claw marks from Reed’s Claiming that I’d heard Eren bitch about, and down her hips so that it sank beneath the waistband on her yoga pants.

      Once again, it was forged of words, and I said, “Reed? Take a picture and send it to Bartlett.”

      His phone was already in his hand and he took off a few shots of the tree, and then of the markings we’d unwrapped. The Hound wasn’t made up of words like the tree, though, nor were the lines on her palms. Above her breasts, there was the Lorelei mark. A figure that was made up of what appeared to be musical notes. The Incubus, Stefan’s brand on her, was a man burning in flames—pleasant. On her arm, the Sin Eater was there. It reminded me of a blend of the mask worn by the murderer in the Scream movies and Edvard Munch’s portrait ‘The Scream.’ Fitting, considering how he munched on Ghouls’ souls.

      Reed had finally exposed her other leg, revealing the Vampire. Two fangs dripping blood that pooled around the teeth.

      I couldn’t say they were beautiful tattoos because they weren’t. Only mine and Nestor’s were half-decent, but I guessed I shouldn’t be too critical when the guy behind the art was God himself.

      Deciding to stop perving over my unconscious mate, we wrapped her back up again in her clothes. When she was decent, I realized she’d stopped fretting, so I assumed she’d been attuned to whatever was going down in Hidalgo.

      Which wasn’t weird. At all.

      Right.

      Blowing out a breath, I watched as it disturbed a few strands of her hair. The chestnut locks shuffled against her clammy forehead, and as I stared down at her, my heart began to thud dully in my chest.

      “Time to stop fighting it, brother,” Stefan murmured softly, his words quiet but still ramming into me with the force of a vehicle traveling at Mach Five.

      “Easier said than done,” I rasped, shooting him a look over my shoulder.

      He shrugged. “We’ll be a thousand times stronger if we’re a unit, and that means you being Claimed by her.”

      “I’m not going to fuck her because you order it,” I ground out, then, I heard the words and groaned. “Jesus, I sound like a woman.”

      Stefan began snickering. “You said it. Not me.” He shoved me in the shoulder, and I let him, because, fuck, when had I turned into such a pussy?

      Because the dick was being a dick, I cold-shouldered him and sank my head back against the glass. The journey to Mexico City wasn’t a long one, but I was tired and closing my eyes would prepare me for whatever faced us when we made it back.

      An hour later, it came as a huge surprise to wake up and be at the Hilton in the capital.

      I squinted up at the façade of a hotel I’d never imagined being able to afford as we waited on Reed and tried reconciling that this was my life now was just beyond strange.

      “The rooms are booked,” Reed stated when he returned to the vehicle.

      The SUV jerked as the door closed behind him, and I realized he’d been the one to arrange the rooms.

      “We have a space in the garage.” He handed Frazer a kind of keycard. “That’s to access the garage, which is around the lot.”

      Frazer, who never let anyone behind the wheel of any vehicle we were in, set off and we traveled around the building to where the signs were designated. As we approached the scanner, he drew to a halt and slotted the card into the glowing machine.

      When the mechanical arm soared high, he drove us deep into the underground, but when he did, the minute he did, I sensed them.

      Maybe because the window was still open, and the air conditioning wasn’t totally blanketing the entire space. Maybe because my senses were a little more in gear after a quick nap.

      But they were there.

      And there was a dozen of them.

      Minimum.

      “Ghouls,” I growled, my head twisting to the side so I could peer out into the dim as fuck parking lot.

      “Shit,” Eren whispered. “I can sense them too.”

      “Fifteen of them,” Frazer ground out.

      “For us?” Samuel asked, his voice cool, as though shit like this happened in luxury hotels every day.

      “Nah,” I reasoned. “Doubt it. They must be freaking out. Their numbers are perishing, and you’ve seen the news. The humans are staying inside as much as they can, unless they’re desperate for cash and need to work.”

      “So they’re hungry?” Stefan countered with a snort. “I guess that’s as good a reason as any. Jesus.”

      I opened my side window and let the hot, dank air from the parking lot seep into the cab. Opening my senses, I let the bear out to play, using his more attuned abilities to zone in on the predators that were on the hunt for some ‘fast food.’

      All I could say to that was…

      Not on our watch.
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      My Hell Hound was pissed as fuck at the temerity of the Ghouls to be hiding within the parking lot of a prestigious hotel such as this one.

      It might have sounded horrible, but the fact they were here, waiting on richer clientele to feed upon, was a testament to their desperation. They didn’t care who they hurt, didn’t care where their next meal came from, and that was dangerous.

      If the humans learned of them, then the world would be in deeper shit than it already was. Especially if we didn’t get to the final Original.

      Our societies worked on secrecy, and that shielded us all. Without that to cloak us… I didn’t want to think about what that could mean.

      As Frazer braked to a halt by the entrance to the hotel, all of us clambered out of the SUV. I didn’t like the prospect of leaving Eve behind, but we were in danger here too. Ghouls could and would attack her, leaving us without our mate, and the world without its savior… To be frank, I didn’t give a fuck about the savior shit, but I knew that would still leave a massive problem for creatures to handle if there was just one line of Ghouls still alive and kicking.

      Frazer locked the door behind him, leaving Eve snuggled in the back seat in a relative kind of safety. She was no longer using Dre as a pillow, but she hadn’t stirred, and I’d be relieved when she awoke because the prospect of her sleeping for days like she had on the yacht was more terrifying to me than the dead men hovering, waiting to attack us.

      I shoved those thoughts aside, shoved them back in the depths of my subconscious where fears belonged, and allowed my beast to leap to the fore.

      I’d never shifted, and it was ironic that I’d only just discussed that with Dre, because now my beast was allowed to reign supreme and the joy that surged through me was like nothing I could have anticipated.

      Yes, there was pain from the huge spikes that formed, surging out of my leathery black skin, making every part of me a weapon, but it was a glorious feeling to know that I was walking death for these bastards who’d thought to feed upon us this day.

      In this other form, the world was different. Completely unlike the one I’d just viewed in my human skin. It was shaped differently, and my perception was odd. The Ghouls, for example, were closer to me than they had been, and now I was walking on four legs, I couldn’t see anything other than them. These eyes felt like they had crosshairs on them, crosshairs that narrowed their target upon enemies and those the beast considered a threat.

      Around me in the dank, damp air beneath the hotel, I felt the air ripple and as I tilted my head, I came face to face with brothers that, until Eve, had been enemies but were now Pack.

      At my side, I had a gouille and a bear.

      At my side, there was a Lorelei and an Incubus oozing their potent pheromones that could and would trap any and all in their net.

      At my side, the Sin Eater and the Vampire, the brothers who’d been with me since I’d been a teenager, flung themselves into the fray, and I knew I’d never been more surrounded by family than I was at this moment.

      The seven of us rushed toward the Ghouls, the promise of death inherent in every step as we leaped into the battle that they believed we’d die in. But they were wrong.

      Today was their last day on Earth, and they’d just wasted the little time they had remaining before we killed the final Original, the one who’d take all these fuckers to their end.

      I sliced into one Ghoul, scenting blood on him that was definitely human. The quantity and the sheer amount on him told me that a corpse was rotting in the vicinity. Maybe more than one. I tore into his throat, ripping it away with a ferocity that came from my anger as his claws dug into me, trying to tear at my own skin.

      I narrowed my eyes at the next one and leaped onto a Ghoul that Samuel was battling. The Shifters of the bunch were the true soldiers. Each creature had their role, and ones like Vampires and Loreleis, though strong, weren’t made to battle. They were made to entice. Incubi and Sin Eaters were there to finish the fuckers off and send them straight to hell.

      Dre, Nestor, and I made mincemeat of the Ghouls who were, beyond a doubt, pecus. Low ranking scum that shouldn’t have been allowed out without someone higher on the scale to make sure they didn’t fuck shit up the way they had.

      It made me wonder what was going down in the inner circles of the remaining nests, if they were being so stupid as to allow meatheads like this to hunt out in the open.

      Eren and Samuel valiantly held off the Ghouls, keeping them busy until the three Shifters in our Pack could get to them and bring them to their knees. Eren kept on singing, but there was so much fucking noise down here as we tackled the small flock that his voice was barely heard over the screams and whimpers.

      There’d been fifteen when we started, but another twenty more surged from out of nowhere—I spun around to check on our SUV, and seeing that it was well, realized the Ghouls had come from one of the doors that connected the hotel to the basement parking lot itself.

      Wondering what kind of devastation they’d left behind, I forced myself to focus on the battle. We were outnumbered, and though I didn’t have a doubt in my mind that we couldn’t win, what concerned me most was the prospect of another flock of Ghouls appearing from out of nowhere and heading for our SUV.

      As I tore a male to shreds, then sliced into a female from throat to belly, my greatest fear manifested itself.

      Another cluster of Ghouls appeared, rushing into us like a broken funnel wave that would have even the most experienced of surfers dunking into the big blue.

      I focused on killing, maiming, hurting whatever and whoever I could, and then I heard it.

      It was louder than Eren’s voice, sweeter, purer, so tantalizing that even my Hell Hound, so furious at being trapped by these bastards when we were so close to the finish line, listened, his ears pricking up and pausing in the removal of a Ghoul’s intestines.

      As one, we all turned toward the voice that we were hearing for the second time that day, and as we stared, dumbstruck, I saw Eve, standing on the roof of the SUV, with her hair flowing around her like she belonged in some kind of anime movie. The sound waves themselves seemed to cause a disturbance on a visceral level, one that enticed us toward her, one that urged us forward.

      I tried to fight it, but I couldn’t, and then, Eren sang, and his voice countered Eve’s. It was only then I realized only the other Lorelei among us hadn’t been affected by her song, and as he chimed in, my senses returned to me. He sang to us on a wavelength unique to our Pack, while her melody had the Ghouls mindlessly stepping toward our mate, their brains overtaken by the gentle harmony that urged them into action.

      With Eren taking part, our Pack merged into the killing machine it was. We took the dumbstruck Ghouls down in minutes, leaving them torn apart in shreds, waiting on mercy from Frazer and Stefan as they returned them to their Maker.

      The second the last one was down, I ran as fast as my four legs would carry me, desperate to reach my mate.

      She’d taken a seat now on the roof of the vehicle, and I saw the tremor in her limbs as she fought to remain conscious.

      I shifted the second I was close enough and reached up to haul her down into my arms. She clung to me and I to her, desperate for the connection, desperate for proof. I turned her face away from the warzone that had taken place amid the white lines of allotted parking, and the dim overhead lighting that flickered in and out intermittently.

      Eren, Samuel, and Dre had approached us, circling us as Nestor, his skin a shiny gray leather that spoke of his gouille, watched over the mass of decimated creatures, while Frazer and Stefan took care of the last part of the battle.

      I felt her tears dampen my throat, knew they were for us, born out of fear, terror that she’d lose us, and my heart felt full from the all-encompassing love that oozed from her.

      “Can I?” Dre questioned, his hands outstretched, and the desperation and urgency in his voice reminded me of earlier that day when he’d hauled her away from the temple in his bear form.

      I didn’t want to let her go, and my Hell Hound wanted it even less, but I recognized need when I saw it and reluctantly complied.

      It was hard though, fucking hard, and I gently passed her over, touched when his arms tightened around her in a hug so fierce she squeaked before squeezing him back just as hard.

      Why the hell he was fighting this stuff was just beyond me.

      “You were supposed to stay locked in the car, dammit,” he ground out, his lips close to her ear, his eyes so tightly clenched I could see the tiny muscles in the lids flickering in response.

      “What, and let you guys get your asses whooped?”

      Eren snorted. “We had it handled.” The look he shot me said we didn’t.

      And yeah, that was the truth.

      Fuck, we truly were a Pack. This wasn’t about us just protecting Eve, we protected each other. As a unit. As a family. With one of us down, we were weaker, and that was just how it was meant to be.

      The thought settled deep inside me, calming me in a way I could never have anticipated. The Hound, still thrashing around in its endless fury at being contained, ceased its struggle, content in the knowledge that it was home.

      At long fucking last.
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      Over Dre’s shoulder, I peered at Stefan and Frazer. I was curious, I wasn’t about to lie about that, and watching as they killed the Ghouls who’d attacked us was enough to make me glad that once we erased the final Original, neither of them would have to do this stuff anymore.

      Frazer’s method was the worst. He seemed to have to hover over them, his jaw almost dislocating as he did something weird that took the Ghouls’ souls away from them. There was no visual, nothing that made this scene make sense. I just saw his jaw get wider, his mouth twisting somehow before it closed up moments later and he moved on to the next.

      Stefan’s was grosser, but he didn’t have to get as close. He squished both thumbs into the Ghouls’ eyes, did something that made those thumbs glow, and soot appeared, poofing out of the eye sockets and making the Ghouls instantly turn slack.

      It was kind of cool if you liked horror movies. In fact, Nestor had made me watch a movie called Plunkett and Maclean, which I’d really enjoyed until it had gotten to the part where the ‘baddy’ had gone around squishing people’s eyeballs.

      It made perfect sense why the guys had started chuckling when I’d made mock-vomiting noises and had covered my eyes.

      Sheesh, couldn’t they have warned me?

      Jerks.

      Still, everything felt better because I was in Dre’s arms. Any of my mates would have made me happy, but with Dre? Because he seemed to have the biggest issue with me? It just made this all the sweeter. Even if I was one big ache from having fallen down the side of a temple.

      Gosh, talk about going big or going home.

      In fact, Dre’s embrace even stopped me from complaining when he hefted me up until my legs had no alternative but to either swing down or cling to his hips, and he walked me out of the lot, away from the group of corpses and straight toward the hotel door.

      “W-We can’t just leave them,” I stuttered, wincing when he didn’t even falter at my statement.

      “They can handle it,” he growled, his anger so strong that I reared back. When I cried out when the move put pressure on a bruise, he glowered at me, and spat, “Stay still.”

      God, what was it with his moods? I felt like his words were a slap in the face sometimes. He’d said so much worse to me since I’d known him, had insulted me in ways that made this seem trite, and yet, I hurt more from his sharpness now because of the softness he’d just shown me.

      Why was he doing this?

      Why was he carrying me?

      It was like whiplash, and I was too weak, too hurt to endure it.

      “I meant the bodies,” I whispered, the pain from his verbal slap, as well as the ache in my bones, echoing in my voice.

      He released a shaky breath, his eyes softening with an apology I knew he’d never utter. “Oh. Don’t worry. They’ll turn to ash soon.”

      They would?

      How had I not known that?

      Clenching my eyes shut, I tried to refrain from snapping that they could have warned me… In fact— “Then why did we set fire to the bodies in London?”

      “Because of the humans. Not the Ghouls,” he replied, his tone calmer now that we were approaching an elevator that would take us out of the parking lot.

      Dre, Samuel, and Reed were at his back, and as we headed into the elevator, Nestor remained with Stefan and Frazer.

      I carried on watching them slaughter the masses, and though I didn’t want them to, I couldn’t stop the images of what I’d just seen from flashing before my eyes.

      Reed’s Hell Hound—a furious monster, all black leathery skin with long spikes down his spine, and glowing red eyes. Dre’s bear—massive, covered in blood as his enormous claws raked at the Ghouls, and his maw drenched red as he bit the attackers. Nestor—his skin gray, his body moving like he was dancing, but his arms and legs whirling in ways that had meant the end for any Ghoul he’d come into contact with.

      The others had fought too, but in a more ‘humane’ manner, and they’d have died if I hadn’t saved them. When I’d seen the wave of Ghouls surging into the lot from the hotel, the urge to sing had overtaken me—

      Wait!

      “What if more Ghouls come?” They’d poured in from a door that had to lead to the hotel.

      “They won’t,” Reed assured me. “Even if there are still some in the hotel, they’ll scent death and avoid the scene. They’re ruthless and selfish bastards. They won’t wade into any war that isn’t of their own making.”

      My throat felt tight with emotion as I contemplated that. Pondered just how close I’d come to potentially losing my mates to an unexpected battle in a parking lot.

      Burrowing my face in Dre’s hair, I tried not to think about it, but, how couldn’t I? Only an insistent buzzing in my body had made me awaken, and if I hadn’t in time, they’d have been Ghoul stew for dinner.

      The buzz had been unusual. Almost like I was being zapped by an electric shock above my chest and knees, on my arm, and palms. It had disturbed me from my slumber, and when I’d heard the carnage outside the car, I’d had no choice but to wade into the fight.

      Scared wasn’t the word, but that was nothing compared to the terror that had flooded me when I thought about losing my men.

      “You got the keys?” Dre asked.

      “Yeah,” Samuel stated. “Fourth floor.”

      The elevator buzzed into life, and silence fell among us. It was uneasy, loaded with ‘what-ifs’ and concern, as well as a real fear for the next few days.

      If this second loss of life amid the global population triggered a destructive wave among humans, then how the heck were we supposed to get to wherever we were supposed to go to find the next Original?

      The room, when we arrived, was fancy. Gold carpets, low leather sofas, rich burnt orange accent chairs, and ornate gilt console tables topped with matching amber lamps.

      The view outside the windows disturbed me the most.

      There were fires that had spun into being from whatever destruction we’d wrought by killing that second wave of Ghouls, and the noise once Reed opened the French doors told me that something was going down, because there were three different kinds of sirens bursting my eardrums.

      When I shivered, Dre called out, “Shut the door. It’s freaking Eve out.”

      He wasn’t wrong, but I didn’t thank him. Instead, I mumbled, “You can let me down now.”

      His hands tightened like he didn’t want to, like he wanted to keep me close to him, but I needed to get away. I was tired from what had happened at Tula, but more than that, I was tired from the fight I’d just seen, and my fear and concern was multiplying into a fatigue that made me want to drop where I stood. And, worse than that? The way he made me feel, the way he responded to me, clinging to me like I was his oxygen then shoving me away as though I was poison, just added to my emotional turmoil.

      When my feet collided with the carpet, I mumbled, “I’m heading to bed.”

      “No, Eve. Wait,” Samuel instructed, heading over to me.

      I blinked at him. “What is it?”

      “We need pictures for Bartlett.”

      Grunting, I stood there, letting him and Eren reveal the flesh that was marked. They unfastened my shirt and took a picture of the ink on the upper curves of my breasts, belly, and sides. Then, as Eren buttoned me back up, Samuel took a photo of my hands after he turned them, so the palms were showing. Next came the ones on my legs, which he captured after dragging down my yoga pants, then helped me out of them.

      When the pictures had been sent to Bartlett, I turned my back on them without another word and headed for the bedroom. No one said anything, and I was almost surprised when no one tagged along, but it figured they’d want to discuss what had just happened and to be quite frank, they could.

      I just needed a pillow. Stat.

      I didn’t undress farther, didn’t even turn down the covers. I headed over to the window, drew the floral curtains to a close, and then face-planted on the bed. Of course, I regretted that the instant my aching bones hit the mattress.

      Seconds, minutes, hours later? I woke up because there was a furnace at my side. My body told me it was Dre, and I kind of hated that I knew that without even having to twist my head to the side to look at the mattress invader.

      How did I know?

      His scent, I guess. But his feel too. It was like his energy was saturating the room, and had I not been running hot because he was boiling, I would have carried on sleeping like a baby.

      He didn’t utter a peep when I slinked out of bed, managing to contain the gasp that came as my aches made themselves known. The darkened room, with no light coming in from under or around the curtains, told me it was night, and I headed for the bathroom, hoping running water was still a thing.

      I mean, the apocalypse hadn’t really hit, but I wasn’t sure what was going on with the humans. They had to be scared, and were they clamping down on basic amenities?

      They had to realize that this was no orchestrated attack. No one place had been targeted, but a body of people had. I could see why that would cause mass panic, but surely it wouldn’t affect major services?

      I could only hope that was the case.

      When I turned on the light to the connecting bath, the amber marble gleamed under the warm glow and the fan whirred into being as I headed over to the matching vanity.

      As I stared into the mirror, eying the dark circles under my eyes, I saw a different woman looking back at me.

      In the compound, there’d been no mirrors. I’d only ever seen my reflection in the glass windows at the church, or in the school or communal rooms. Sometimes, I’d seen a distorted image in a puddle of water as I washed. But when I’d gone to Caelum, I’d seen myself for the first time.

      It hadn’t been astonishing. Why would it? I had seen myself before. Burnt chestnut hair, gleaming brown eyes, pale skin, and a body that was way too round for its own good.

      But as I looked at myself now?

      It was like seeing someone else.

      Someone awakened.

      My body was still curvy, but it was tauter from all the exercise I’d had to do. Not just at the Academy but here as well. I had dust in my hair and on my face, dirt too, and I even had a bruise on my chin. Then there was the fact that my skin was flushed from the sun, and my eyes had circles underneath them from lack of sleep. Deep in their core, however, there was a knowledge that had never been there before.

      It came from a welter of sources.

      I knew what sex was now.

      I knew what the world looked like—had been to several major cities in the span of a few weeks. Some people probably hadn’t seen that number in their lifetime!

      Then, there was seeing death. At the hand of the Ghouls, but also, their perishing from God’s plan.

      I was different now. No longer a girl and very much a woman.

      Pinching my cheeks to get a little bit more color in them, I stared at myself again then shrugged off the melancholy. There was no point in questioning what it was about myself that could keep six guys to me and somehow totally alienate a seventh.

      It wasn’t on me. It was on him.

      Dre.

      The bane of my existence.

      Okay, slight exaggeration, but the pain in my chest said otherwise.

      He’d come to my bed like he had every right to be there, and sure, he did. I’d Chosen him, hadn’t I? But Claiming was another matter entirely, and to be frank, if he kept treating me like this, I wouldn’t want to.

      Wasn’t it crazy how a sharp, bitten off retort was the straw that broke the camel’s back?

      He’d insulted me worse, treated me worse, and yet to hug me and hiss at me in the same breath, was more than I could take after what I’d just gone through.

      Sure, he had to be feeling the adrenaline, but me? It was decimating me.

      Barely holding back tears, I grabbed a towel from inside the vanity, slung it over the shower door, then headed into the glass cubicle.

      The water was hot and plentiful, telling me that not all services were down, thank goodness. I washed myself all over, wincing at the bruises blossoming over my body, and used the complimentary products to soothe my myriad aches and pains. I dried off and coated myself in the matching lotion that smelled of a flower I couldn’t name, and tried to massage taut and tired muscles.

      I was feeling much better by the end—a lot fresher and happier, truth be told.

      When I hobbled into the bedroom wearing the white robe that hung at the back of the door, I saw that Dre hadn’t moved.

      A part of me wanted to push him off the bed just to be spiteful, but instead, I walked over to the curtains, pushed them aside, then squeezed into the opening I made so I could head out onto the terrace.

      The world was still crazy, and some of the fires hadn’t been put out by the firefighters. There were sirens and the throb of panic was literally in the air. I could feel it. My heart responded to it, making it pump harder, faster, as though I was running even though I was still.

      Was I surprised when a few moments later Dre followed me out here?

      No.

      Did I welcome him?

      Did I look like a fool?

      We were silent for only God knew how long, and then he whispered, “I’m sorry.”

      I didn’t say anything for a second, then murmured, “Why do you think it’s okay to snap at me? To talk to me like you do?” In the grand scheme of things, he’d said worse to me since I’d known him, but today? His meanness as he carried me away from the carnage, holding me in loving arms while berating me with a sharp tone?

      No.

      I wasn’t going to take this anymore.

      I wasn’t his whipping post. I’d been one before for my father, and that wasn’t about to happen again.

      Not in this lifetime or the next.

      “I don’t mean to,” he rasped, and his elbows plunked down on the silver rail beside me. He hunched his shoulders as he stared over at the same view that entranced me.

      “But you still do. Today wasn’t the first time, but Dre, it will be the last because I won’t deal with that from you. Today was hard, and you were what I needed you to be until you weren’t—”

      “I was under pressure.”

      “Bull,” I snapped. “The pressure had gone! We were safe. I’d just saved us!”

      “How do you think that made me feel?” he ground out. “We’re supposed to protect you. If we don’t, then what the fuck is my purpose in this world?”

      I spun around to gape at him, stacking my hands on my hips as I glowered at him. “What are you even talking about right now?”

      “You’re my mate. My woman. I’m supposed to keep you safe. Instead, you had to save mine and six of my brothers’ asses? That’s not how this should work, querida.”

      For a second, I could do no less than sputter at him. “Are you being serious right now? I mean, of all the sexist crap you could have spewed at me, you’re telling me you were pissy with me because I saved you?”

      He clenched his jaw. “It isn’t sexist,” he spat. “It’s what I… What is my purpose if it isn’t to protect you?”

      “How about not to treat me like a piece of shit?” I countered, swearing at him even though he knew I didn’t use curses like the guys did.

      “I didn’t mean to,” he insisted, his hands flaring out as his exasperation seemed to rattle inside him. “It just came out. You were worried about them and not yourself… It just…” He swallowed. “I wanted to do better by you, and I failed.”

      The words hit home, and I stared at him, wondering what he meant.

      I didn’t have to wait long because he turned away, bowed his head and whispered, “My parents left for America because of me. They wanted more for me, more for us. They went because I’d busted my knee in a car crash when I was ten, and then the year after, I was sick and they couldn’t help me, couldn’t get any medications for me. They thought, in America, it would be better. I was getting worse. I’d just turned eleven, and the souls were taking over me in a way that I couldn’t even…” He sucked in a sharp breath. “I started hitting out at them, slapping them if they tried to get me to calm down. It was bad. And for a long time, I thought they left to get away from me because I was a hideous son.”

      “But they didn’t?”

      He shook his head. “No. They were scared for me. America is the solution in some parts of this country. If you have no means of providing for your family, it’s like, let’s go there. It’s the land of opportunity for too many of us, and my parents were desperate. They let themselves go with this coyote, a man who takes people across the border, for too low a price.

      “My grandmother shouted this at me one day. Told me her son had died because he was desperate to send money for me, desperate to get me what I needed because I was, in her words, a fuck up. That day, when she was hurling abuse at me, I snapped. The Hell Hound was in charge, and, I admit, I just went for her.” He gulped. “She escaped, hid in her room and had the local lawman come around and haul me to jail. It saved my butt, though. That was where I was recruited.”

      I thought about what he’d said, ignored the latter part because this wasn’t the first time I’d heard this story. But it was the first time he was telling me it. “Why did it matter that the coyote was cheap?” I asked softly, not understanding what he meant.

      He blew out a breath. “He was cheap because he was hiding his journey from the cartel he worked for. He undercut them, and then my parents and the others he was transporting paid the price when he learned the cartel were after him.

      “If they’d found him with any hidden bodies on his truck, they’d have killed him. As it is, he lived to see another day by destroying the lives of those he was supposed to be transporting.”

      My mouth tightened, and I stared at him for a second before looking over the view once more.

      Humans had a lot to answer for.

      They were starting to taint things for me, and that wasn’t useful considering I was actually, in a small way, their damn savior.

      Scowling at the chaos ahead of me, the smoke that stained the air like a low-lying blanket, the frenetic sounds of cop cars and the toots of cars still stuck in traffic, with a few neighborhoods in the city in the dark as though the electricity had been cut off in those areas, I mused, “If you could, would you kill that coyote?”

      He didn’t even wait a second to think about it. “In a heartbeat. The Cartel too. But they’re everywhere here. They’re like a spider’s web. It spreads all over, and we’re just the flies they want to eat.”

      “Would you have enlisted in the Cartel?”

      “I’m not sure,” he said honestly. “I mean, I want to say no, but to get away from my grandmother, maybe. But she was sick and poor, so she might have died and left me her farm. If the farm had started doing well, then the Cartel might have come to me and made me pay a kind of ‘protection’ money, but I wouldn’t have been actively involved with them, you know?”

      I licked my lips and shuffled closer to him. “Is this why you’ve been a jerk to me all this time? Because you’re scared of caring for someone?”

      “I’m a guy. We don’t talk about this shit,” he said blandly.

      “If you ever want to be Claimed by me,” I retorted, “you’ll be talking about this stuff on a regular basis. I’m not having you treat me like trash because you have some boogeymen in your past, Dre. We all do. We all have things we shouldn’t have experienced.”

      He sighed. “You’re right.”

      “And yet, you’re the worst. I know things happened to Stefan, the things that happened to Nestor, too, were beyond reprehensible, and Eren as well… but they don’t treat me the way you do.

      “You hurt me, Dre. You really hurt me. You seem to wield the sharpest knife, and are capable of making the most precise cuts that get to me the worst.”

      I heard him gulp. “I’m sorry, Eve.”

      That had me shaking my head. “No. I don’t accept it. Sorries are too easy. Sorry is just a word. I need you to mean it, to live by it, or it’s just another statement without intent.”

      “You’re right,” he rasped. “And even though you think it’s just a word, I genuinely mean it. I-I have been a shit these past few months, but that’s because you changed everything. I know it’s no excuse, but you did. You came into my world, a world that had order, that made sense, and suddenly, nothing did.

      “Years ahead of schedule, I was turning into my beast, I was having to leave my cacti behind, having to forge a new life with men who’d been enemies until you came along…” He grunted. “It’s been hard. For someone who can’t stand change, who doesn’t trust easily, you can’t even begin to understand how hard it was for me, Eve.”

      “No, I can’t, but I can understand how hard it was for me too. Stop being selfish, Dre,” I ground out, calling him on his nonsense. “You weren’t the only one dealing with stuff. I came into a crazy new world, one where I knew no one, but was embraced by three guys who made me feel safe. Secure. Wanted, even. You came along and wrecked that. Any stability I thought I’d found, you destroyed.” I released a shaky breath as I remembered how terrible I’d felt in those days after he’d awoken from the deep sleep he’d been in after he’d been knocked unconscious by Reed. “You made thing so much harder on me, Dre.”

      “I know I did,” he whispered. “And if I could kick myself, I would. I swear I would, but it wasn’t…” He cursed under his breath. “Okay, it was intentional at the time.”

      “I know it was,” I grumbled.

      “I just mean that the Dre of before isn’t the Dre standing here today.”

      If there was anything that could have made me listen, it was that statement.

      Why?

      Because hadn’t I just been thinking the exact same thing in the bathroom?

      Hadn’t I looked in the mirror, stared at my reflection, seen the same girl looking back at me, and yet, also seen the infinitesimal changes that made me feel like a completely different Eve?

      One so overwhelmed with knowledge and experience that she felt like Eve 2.0?

      I could have carried on railing at him, demanded more apologies, made him promise never to treat me so badly again, but I didn’t.

      He was right.

      He wasn’t the same Dre, but that didn’t mean the Dre of old wasn’t still inside.

      “The next time you speak to me the way you did today, I won’t talk to you again.” I didn’t put a time frame on it, because I didn’t know how long it would take for me to ram the lesson home.

      “I deserve that.”

      “You’re not a child. I’m not punishing you by not speaking to you. What I’m saying is that I will have no desire to speak to you because if you treat me like a turd, then we have nothing to say to one another, do we?”

      He grunted. “No. And I won’t do it again.”

      He would.

      It was in his nature.

      He might be a different Dre, but that didn’t mean his personality had made a complete reversal. He wasn’t suddenly nice and friendly. That would, in all honesty, never be Dre.

      And I was okay with that.

      Each of my men had weaknesses and strengths, and that was what made them unique. That was what made them a joy to be around.

      “Good,” I told him in a quiet voice. Then, I reached out and grabbed his hand, and entwined my fingers with his.

      “How are you feeling? You took quite a fall today,” he inquired, changing the subject.

      I was aching, that was true. “When I fell, I…” I winced. “It’s weird but I did something. It means I’m aching but not as badly as I might.”

      He hummed. “That’s not weird. You called on a creature.” Another hum. “Probably the gouille. They have the toughest skin. Not even the sharpest knives can get through it.”

      A relieved breath escaped me. He accepted my stuttered sentence so easily. “I didn’t call on the creature though,” I admitted.

      “I’m not sure that’s how you work anyway, Eve. You’re very instinctual. I think, to some degree, you control them as much as they control you.”

      Huh.

      Well, that wasn’t something to fret about, was it?

      Because I didn’t want to think about seven creatures, each with distinct mindsets of their own, controlling me, I asked, “Is it good at all to be back home?”

      Cutting me a look that said he knew I was prevaricating, he released a breath that told me he’d let me. For the moment. From the corner of my eye, I could feel him scanning me as though trying to discern whether or not this was the end of the argument for now. But to my mind, this wasn’t an argument.

      If he hadn’t spoken to me that way, hadn’t repeatedly treated me badly, we wouldn’t be needing to have this conversation period.

      “No. This isn’t home.”

      His simple words struck a chord. “Where is your home?”

      He fell silent at that, but his gaze was back on the city that was the capital of his home country. “A few weeks ago, I’d have said Caelum. But now…”

      “Now what?” I pressed, my tone husky since I had a feeling I knew what he was about to say.

      “It’s where my Pack is.”

      Good answer.

      I didn’t even feel like he was playing me because the words were torn from him, ripped from his vocal cords as though they were poisoning him to utter them aloud.

      He didn’t want to need us.

      Didn’t want to think of us as family, and yet, deep down, he knew that was what we were.

      I could take that, and I’d accept it as a win.

      Nuzzling into his side, I murmured, “I feel the same.”

      “I’m glad. Everyone should know this feeling,” he rasped, and I heard the pain in his voice. A pain that was years old and forged in a time when his souls had come out to party and had destroyed his life in the process.

      Being majnūn meant having a lot to answer for.

      In some people’s eyes, they might view it as a gift, but it wasn’t. Even now, after I had come to appreciate the abilities we possessed, I could find no joy in being able to do what we did.

      It came with too high a price; one I wasn’t willing to pay.

      “Are you still mad at me for Choosing you?”

      He snorted. “No.”

      “Why not? You were angry before.”

      “I sometimes think I was born angry,” Dre admitted, twisting so he could look at me. “I think I should have been a Hell Hound. Reed is too chilled half the time, and I feel like I make up for his rage.”

      I had to snicker at that because I knew what he meant, and he wasn’t wrong. When the beast had him twisted around his finger, Reed seemed enraged to his core. But when the beast let him loose? He was relatively calm. Something he exacerbated by yoga, which meant I got to see his tight tush high in the air as he twisted his body into a pretzel.

      I needed a bowl of popcorn when it came down for those twenty minutes of mindfulness, as Reed called his yoga practice.

      “Do you hate me?” My voice was small now, because I wanted the truth, and I still wasn’t sure if I had the answer.

      “No. I don’t think I ever truly did,” he disclosed, and when I snorted, the left side of his upper lip quirked up. “No. I mean it. I didn’t like you, and I still think you’re trouble, but you’re… Eve, I don’t think I could hate you.”

      My throat felt thick and I nodded, then curled my hand through his and cuddled into him as we stared into the mayhem we’d helped create.

      “Any news from Bartlett?” I asked, the emotion in my voice coming from his answer, but I knew him enough to know that this was a good time to change the subject.

      “Yes.”

      I tensed. “Good or bad?”

      “Turkey.”

      “Turkey?” I scowled at him. “What is this? Let’s visit everyone’s home country?”

      He snorted. “Seems like it.”

      “What’s there?”

      “Samuel is looking into the clue. It’s more unusual than the others.”

      “Why?

      “Three wishes this time.”

      That made me shiver. “So, this one is more powerful?”

      “Maybe, maybe not.” He tilted his head to the side, gently knocking it against mine. “Ever just want to go to sleep and wake up when everything’s over?”

      Because he seemed like the kind of guy who never backed down in a fight, his statement had my lips curving. “Sometimes, yeah,” I admitted. “The clue’s that bad, huh?”

      “Not really. I don’t understand half of it.” He closed his eyes. “I had a migraine, so I stopped focusing when Bartlett was halfway through his monologue on what the markings mean.”

      I’d have been blind not to spot them on my body when I’d showered. “One for each of my mates and then the tree’s back in business,” I stated softly, closing my own eyes. “They’re what woke me up.”

      “Huh?”

      “When I was in the SUV, and you guys were… Well, the marks were tingling almost.” I shuddered. “It was like pins and needles there. I didn’t realize until I showered though.”

      “Built-in alarm system,” he mused. “Could come in handy.”

      A huff escaped me. “It could if you guys intend on getting into some more danger?”

      “Danger’s coming for us, cariño, not the other way around.”

      I hated that he was right, but couldn’t argue.

      The thought of whatever it was we were heading into, Turkey our ultimate destination, made me curl up into a ball deep inside.

      I wanted to hide from the future and all it represented but couldn’t.

      This was my destiny, after all.

      But before I faced that, Dre and I had unfinished business.

      “Want the truth?”

      He tensed. “Of course.”

      “I really don’t feel like sex.”

      I knew whatever he’d expected me to say, it hadn’t been that because he started snickering. “Good to know, querida.”

      I shrugged. “But I want to Claim you.”

      “Such a quandary,” he stated in a singsong voice that had me shoving his arm as I pulled back. I was laughing, though, and relaxing. Something I’d never thought I’d do at the same time with only him in the vicinity.

      The truth was, we both had a long road to walk together. But I did with all my men. We’d only known each other a handful of months, and we had a lifetime together if we survived whatever the third Original could throw at us. But that was something only time could afford us, and I had to admit that it was starting to feel like it was beginning to run out.

      Even though I wanted to curl into him, maybe drink some tea and watch the world go by in all its madness, I didn’t. Because deep inside me, in my blood and bones, whatever it was that made me Eve, be it the Jannah or the creatures under its control, were making demands.

      Demands that overwrote the human.

      “Dre?”

      He hummed. “Yeah?”

      “Kiss me?”

      He tilted his head to the side. “Thought you weren’t in the mood?”

      My lips curved. “I like that you won’t take any shit. You know that?”

      “Thought you were cursing me out over it a moment ago.”

      “Only when it hurts my feelings. This isn’t hurting my feelings.”

      He curved an arm around my waist and hauled me into him. Our bodies brushed as he stared down at me. I’d never appreciated his height more than I did at that moment, and it was only then, curved into his embrace, that I realized he was bigger than before.

      “You’ve changed,” I murmured, staring up at him, the city lights and the hotel’s floodlights illuminating the entranceway four floors below us, the only things marring the night sky.

      “I have?”

      “Your bear has made you bigger. Bulkier.”

      “All the better for hauling you around,” he teased, and I mock-gasped in response.

      “Was that a joke?” I whispered in faux horror.

      He snickered, dipped down, and did the damnedest thing.

      Nipped the tip of my nose with his teeth.

      Whatever I’d anticipated, it wasn’t that, and somehow, for whatever stupid reason, it made me melt. I sank into him like a pile of goo, loving the playfulness that had just sprung to life between us. Loving it because it heralded so much promise.

      He was so serious, so grumpy all the time, mean with it too, and it hurt. It hurt so bad. But this? This gave me hope, and hope was both a beautiful and a dangerous thing.

      Before I could second guess myself, I tipped my head back as I surged onto tiptoe. The move had our mouths brushing, and I took advantage, nipping his bottom lip so I could swipe along it with my tongue. He grunted, opening up for me, and letting me slip inside so I could thrust mine against his.

      I wasn’t sure what I’d expected.

      Him to take over the kiss?

      Him to dominate me?

      But he didn’t.

      He let me explore. Let me taste him, let me fire myself up, and it worked. I couldn’t believe how much it worked, because, God, it did. The fire burned inside me, so damn hot and heavy that I wasn’t sure where it came from or where it would go. From nothing to outright need, I plunged my tongue against his, thrusting into his mouth as I wanted him to thrust into my body. My breasts heaved as breath soughed from my lungs, urgency overwhelming me until I didn’t know where I ended and he began.

      Hooking my leg onto his hip, I arched my pelvis against him, well aware that the knot of my robe split open and that my bare leg rubbed up against his thigh. There was crisp hair there that had me shivering in response, and the movement enabled me to feel his hardness right against my softness.

      Exactly where I needed him.

      How long he let me do that, I wasn’t even sure. I didn’t know why, but I was so lost and confused as I wandered into the labyrinth that was Dre, that I didn’t realize he had me exactly where he wanted me.

      My hands clung to his chest, my nails digging into his pecs, before I tore away from his mouth and rasped, “Kiss me back.”

      There was danger in his eyes, his bear was present, and before I knew it, I was slammed into the side wall of the narrow terrace, but oh God, it felt so good. His hands came to my ass, and I felt the robe parting as he hauled me up and I spread my legs, cupping his hips with nothing except for his briefs in between us.

      A grunt escaped us both as my slickness hit him through the thick fabric, and when he nipped at my bottom lip, hard enough to sting, he ground out, “You’re mine, Eve.”

      The words sent quick-fire through me, sending soaring flames into my system until I burned up so fast that it was a wonder I wasn’t a pile of ash that joined the millions of other piles of ash the world over.

      “Say it,” he demanded. “Tell me you’re mine.”

      I stared into his dark eyes, punch drunk from surprise at the need he’d inspired in me, all by letting me seduce myself. He was a sly one, this mate of mine, and I knew that was exactly what I needed.

      Dre would never bore me.

      Never.

      Because he was too sneaky.

      “I’m yours,” I whispered, my own eyes gleaming as I spoke the words. But though they were a declaration, they weren’t a surrender.

      Before he could find too much joy in them, I slipped my hands through his hair, grabbed a tight hold of two large chunks, and forced him back down, not stopping until we were kissing once more.

      We devoured each other’s mouths as he rocked his hips into me. Only my robe saved me from scraping my back against the wall, but it would have been worth it. So worth it. The power of his kiss was enough to make me thank the Lord when he finally pulled away from me, his hips arching back so he could reach between us, drag out his cock from his briefs, then press it against my slick folds.

      As he powered into me, my head rattled against the wall, and though it hurt, it was nothing compared to the exquisite agony storming through me as he hit home.

      This, he was perfectly correct, was home.

      When we were together.

      When I was with all my Pack.

      This was home.

      And home involved him taking me to the stars as he screwed me silly amid the chaos of a disaster-strewn city that was of our forging.

      The heat between us was off the charts, and the mark that belonged to him tingled and tickled until I pressed it to him, let the beast meet the bear. When I did, he growled, his mouth sinking to my throat and his teeth gripping me there as he began to pound into me. Each thrust took me higher, made me soar, let me fly as he found his release in my body.

      With the splash of his semen deep inside, I felt the connection forge tighter between us, and then, my eyes widened as something happened.

      He grew bigger.

      Harder.

      And he began to pulse.

      Not his hips, but his cock.

      It throbbed inside me, made me feel like I was too small, and he was too big, like I was… “What’s happening?” I choked out, my head tipping from side to side as my body dealt with the repercussions of this moment.

      He nipped my throat, his voice a low growl as he whispered, “Knotting.”

      “Knotting?”

      He rocked his hips but instead of his cock sliding in and out of my tight, wet heat, there was no movement. No budging. He was lodged in me. And just before I could even begin to panic, before I could worry if we were stuck like this forever, I felt his heartbeat.

      Inside me.

      “Sweet Jesus,” I choked out again, my eyes flaring wide as his pulse felt like an intense vibration deep inside me. Within fifteen seconds, I came. I hadn’t expected to, not really. My body had enjoyed the journey, but getting to the peak? After the day I’d had?

      Not likely.

      Or so I’d thought.

      And with each pulsation, it seemed to go on and on until I was crying, until my body was one tense bucket of need and want and desire. “What’s happening?” I cried out as I felt the power of my release surge through me again.

      “You’re my mate,” he rumbled.

      Like that answered anything.

      I wiggled on his cock, hoping that was it. That we were done, but he was stuck fast.

      “H-How long?” I whimpered as the vibrations powered up again, like some kind of machine! Was this torture? Was it heaven… or hell?

      “A few hours?”

      My eyes felt like crossing right there, right then.

      Before I could even squeak out a complaint, he hauled me away from the wall and into his arms. With each step he took as he walked us off the terrace and into the bedroom, I sagged into him, growing limper and laxer as my body went into a true meltdown.

      But as he lay back on the bed, me atop him like a whimpering, mewling, orgasming blanket, he hushed me and clung to me. Soothing me even as he was the source of my torment.

      God, I should have known this was how it would be with him.

      Everything was a surprise, everything a fight.

      And even though this was a delicious torment, I wouldn’t have it any other way, because he Claimed me as much as I Claimed him, and finally, finally, my Pack was complete.

      A tight circle that no one, and nothing, could ever render asunder.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Stefan

      

      

      

      “We need to call Nicholas.” Samuel’s insistence was getting to be boring.

      “I hate to agree on a subject this concerning, but I believe he is correct," Ava added.

      Even Bartlett looked at his wife askance at that.

      Seated in their office back in Greenwich, Bartlett and Avalina were tucked up beside one another on the sofa, looking as comfortable as if they were sitting down for a session of Netflix and chill, and not a Skype discussion on what the hell we were all going to do next.

      We, on the other hand, were on a video conference call, still in Mexico City, and were stuck here unless we did as Samuel was insisting—contacted Caelum

      “Calling in Nicholas—”

      Avalina held up a hand, forestalling her husband. “He has resources we must call upon. You heard Samuel. There are no flights out of the city for another three weeks. Minimum. Only God knows what Erlik could do in that time.”

      My own heart began to pound at the thought of the third Original consolidating his forces and using them against us in what was, essentially, the final battle.

      As I thought about the final clue that was etched into the tattoo on Eve’s belly, I kept my focus twisted between my brothers and the screen Samuel had hooked up for us to discuss this stuff with the only people who truly knew what the fuck was going on.

      The Originals themselves.

      Adam and Eve.

      

      
        
        Seven wishes will slay Tamag’s gatekeeper,

        with Erlik hiding amid Derinkuyu’s labyrinthine walls.

        The Original Sin Eater guards that which doesn’t belong to him.

        With caution approach, a wish worn on safety.

        When lost, be found, a wish worn on discovery.

        Let the last slay the beast before his leader surfaces.

      

      

      

      The clue had been whizzing around my head all night, but there were no real answers to be found. How could there be?

      Until we got there, to the ancient underground city of Derinkuyu, there were no means of us even beginning to understand what the next step was.

      The three wishes evidently had a purpose, but the other information in the longer clue? We were all hypothesizing and getting nowhere.

      “Nicholas can use Caelum’s resources to get them out of Mexico and into Europe,” Avalina said softly. “We must trust him to have faith in us. This one last time.”

      “I agree,” Samuel stated, like his opinion mattered.

      The thought had my lips twitching, and when I saw my mate’s do the same, I grinned at her. She smirked back and winked, and I was relieved to see that she was relatively calm considering the clusterfuck we were currently dealing with at the moment.

      “If he tries to detain you, then all is lost,” Bartlett argued.

      “If he doesn’t help us, then God only knows what will happen. For the moment, Erlik is where the clue states he is—”

      “Won’t the ink change if Erlik’s location shifts?” Eve questioned. “I mean, it’s not like anything is fixed. It might change.”

      “Or it might not,” Avalina replied gently. “I’d far prefer for you to get a handle on this situation sooner rather than later. We must act.

      “The world will endure another so-called Armageddon if it happens shortly. But to give the humans a reprieve of three weeks, only to take their safety net away from them again? It’s beyond cruel.”

      “I wish the private jets we had were capable of transatlantic flights,” Frazer admitted on a sigh, “but they’re mostly for shorter journeys. Max, a red-eye flight from New York to LA.”

      Avalina wafted a hand. “It can’t be helped. We’ve been fortunate that you have a great wealth at your fingertips.”

      “Why don’t you?”

      The question came from Eve, but the bluntness of it surprised us all.

      Avalina stared at her. “Why aren’t we rich? Because riches come in different forms, and when you’ve lived as long as we have, then you—”

      Eve snorted. “Your library doesn’t exactly scream poverty, Avalina. And I get the feeling that a university wouldn’t pay for such luxurious surroundings as your office.”

      The harshness in my woman’s tone had me reaching over to grab her hand. Not as a prompt to quiet her, but to comfort her.

      What was going on inside her head?

      She’d awoken this morning with a big grin, and the smirk on Dre’s face was answer enough that he’d finally been Claimed. But that smile on her face had died as soon as we’d explained the clue to her, and when Samuel had hooked us up to Avalina and Bartlett’s office, her mood had just disintegrated entirely.

      “No, and we live in comfort, but truly, when you live a long time, riches come in many shapes and sizes.”

      Eve’s mouth tightened, and Samuel, casting a look at her, began to speak, but as he said, “If—” Eve blurted out, “Why are we even doing this? What if the Ghouls are the only thing containing the humans? Have we ever thought about that?”

      Bartlett shot Avalina a look. “Where is this coming from, Eve?”

      Her nostrils flared. “Have you looked outside your ivory tower recently? The world’s in chaos and what are people doing? Looting shops, holding people at gunpoint to steal from them—”

      Ah.

      The news.

      Shit. Frazer had said we should switch it off, but keeping her in the dark wasn’t something any of us had wanted to do.

      Before the call with Samuel, she’d grabbed some toast from the breakfast tray and had taken a seat in front of the screen. Flickering through channels had shown us the state of chaos in this mad world, and I could empathize with why she was questioning things.

      We were saving people who didn’t particularly merit saving.

      “Humans were never supposed to be inherently good or bad. They just are. They live their lives with free will to do as they want. Their punishment is not ours to mete out,” Avalina advised her soothingly, her eyes softening as she saw Eve’s distress.

      I snuggled closer to her on the sofa and hooked an arm over her shoulder, so she was under my protection. Even if it was only a hug, I hoped it made her feel better.

      Eve tipped her chin up and challenged, “When all the Ghouls are gone, what happens next?”

      “There’s no way of knowing.”

      “No, and what if it’s worse than it was before?”

      “That’s in God’s hands.”

      “And what if God’s wrong?” Eve snarled, shoving my arm away and surging to her feet. “It might have been inadvertent, but he made four creatures. The Ghoul, a destroyer. The majnūn, a soldier. And the Jannah, a protector. All of us seem to have a purpose, but the humans? What’s their purpose?”

      “Why does it matter?” Frazer asked softly. “We have a role to play in this, love. We have no choice.”

      Her jaw clenched. “We’re saving people who don’t deserve it.”

      “No, we’re destroying people who need to kill to survive. Saving the humans is a byproduct of that one action,” Reed explained, and I wasn’t surprised to see her take to that idea.

      “I’ve watched enough documentaries to know that when you take away an apex predator from an ecosystem, it never bodes well. Maybe we shouldn’t take Erlik out of the equation. Maybe that would be too dangerous,” she reasoned.

      But Avalina shook her head. “I might agree with you, Eve, if it weren’t for one thing. This mention of Tamag.”

      “Explain, please,” Dre said gruffly, and I watched him grab her and haul her onto his lap. Before she could argue, his hand tightened around Eve’s thigh, his fingers flashing white with tension for a second as he squeezed.

      “Tamag is a Turkish term,” Eren interjected, before Avalina said a word. He drummed his fingers on the table. “It’s our ancient mythology. Greece had Hades, Rome had Pluto, our ancient God of Death was Erlik, and he ruled over Tamag.”

      “I’m surprised a boy of your age would know that,” Bartlett commented with a frown.

      Eren’s smirk was dark. “I have a lot of time on my hands. Plus, my father was fascinated by the mythos.”

      “So, Erlik is the name of the Original, but along the way he’s gotten mingled in with ancient mythology,” Frazer reasoned.

      “Yes,” Avalina replied simply. “The trouble is, these references to Tamag, with Erlik as the gatekeeper, then Erlik’s leader? It sounds remarkably like a reference to Satan himself.” She whispered the devil’s name, and it was hard for me not to shake my head.

      After a lifetime of atheism, it was difficult, even in the resounding proof shoved straight in my face, not to react to such fear. I’d never believed in Heaven and Hell because, at far too many points in my life, I’d lived in hell, except mine had been very earthly in origin. Heaven? That was for rich boys with food in their bellies and parents who gave a damn about them.

      Simplistic, perhaps, but the memories were as real as ever, and made a mockery of Avalina’s fear.

      After all, she was the one here who’d dealt with Satan in the flesh.

      Bartlett squeezed his wife’s shoulder. “Ghouls were likened to demons in human legend because they were Satan’s workers on this realm. With his taint in their bones from our sins, he used them for his gain. I can’t say what happens in his lair, but I know that having decimated two-thirds of his legions on this realm, he won’t be happy.”

      My mouth gaped. “You can’t seriously tell me that you think the devil is about to rise?”

      “Kill Erlik before his leader surfaces? That pretty much sounds like it to me,” Samuel stated grimly, and his face looked pretty ashen now. Shit, we all looked ashen.

      “We have no choice then,” I confirmed. “We have to speak with Nicholas.”

      Avalina was nodding, even as she worried her bottom lip with her teeth. “Limit how much you speak of us,” she advised, but Bartlett shook his head.

      “How can they? Without us, they’d never have translated the markings.”

      “They can speak of another professor, then,” she retorted.

      “He’ll sense our hand instantly—”

      When the pair seemed on the brink of an argument, I cleared my throat, and dismissed, “We’ll be in touch when we’re in Turkey.” I cut Samuel a look who dipped his chin in agreement and cut the call with little chance for farewell.

      “That was rude,” Frazer retorted, but he was smirking at me from his slouched position on the dark orange armchair. If the dude spread his legs any wider, he’d be able to fit a horse between them.

      “I was born rude,” I replied, gnawing on the inside of my cheek as I looked around at my brothers, sizing up who exactly should make the call.

      “I’ll speak with him,” Eve murmured, sensing what I was doing and nipping it in the bud.

      “What? You barely know him!” Eren replied. “At least let me try. Maybe I can use the Lorelei—”

      “On an Ancient?” She shook her head. “No. Our powers are puny by comparison. We barely contained those Ghouls yesterday evening. Why would we be able to sway an Original majnūn?

      “No, if I speak with him then I can explain. Perhaps make him see reason?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Reason about what?”

      She shrugged, but turned her focus to Samuel. “I’ll speak to him if you can contact him, Sam. Do we have a specific location for this Derinkuyu place?”

      “It’s an underground city in Cappadocia. Bartlett and Avalina saw no other specific starting points, so I guess we’ll just have to get there and figure it out for ourselves.”

      She nodded and held out her hand after Samuel dialed a number on his cell phone then passed it to her. When she went to stand, I frowned and tugged at her hand. “Speak with him here,” I directed, but she pulled away.

      “No. It will be easier to speak alone.”

      As she wandered off, I knew I wasn’t the only one who tensed when I heard her say, “Nicholas?” The door promptly closed behind her, and then there was the sound of the TV in the bedroom.

      “Why wouldn’t she want us to hear what she’s saying?” Frazer questioned, his gaze narrowed on the doorway she’d just passed through.

      “She’s trying to save us from ourselves, of course,” Eren answered fondly, his gaze softening as he flickered his attention to the room where Eve was sitting. “I have no doubt she’s about to take all the blame and, if something goes wrong, is hoping Nicholas will take us back.”

      Frazer snorted. “What in the hell made her think he’s that benevolent?”

      “God loves a trier?” Eren quipped.

      My lips twitched at his words, but it didn’t stop me from rubbing my jaw—I really needed to shave. “What are we doing, guys? What’s the plan?”

      Reed grunted. “No plan. How can we? There’s nothing to go off of. Sure, we have some details but nothing to help us prepare.”

      “True, but not entirely.” Samuel clicked his mouse a few times and on the screen where we’d been speaking with Bartlett and Avalina, a picture came up. “This is the city map according to the tourist organization that runs tours down there.”

      “Jesus, it’s like an ant farm,” Frazer retorted, his eyes tracing over the depths of a city that ran deep beneath the surface.

      “Yeah. It goes two hundred feet down. In its heyday, it was capable of housing over twenty thousand people.”

      My heart thudded dully in my chest. “That’s a lot of ground to cover, and a ton of Ghouls sheltered within its walls.”

      “Exactly.” Samuel grimaced. “I have to hope that the first wish has to do with that.”

      “’With caution approach?’” I nodded. “I can see that. It’s almost telling us to approach it and then make the initial wish.”

      “If this is open to tourists, then how the hell are the Ghouls living there without interference?” Eren retorted.

      “Only half of it is accessible to the public, and like the Temple of the Feathered Serpent, their dinner comes to them. Why wouldn’t they hang around?” Reed reasoned, his eyes on the ant farm-like layout of the underground city of caves.

      “There are dozens of similar cities in the vicinity. This one even links up to another about five miles away via a tunnel.”

      “So, this Erlik could be there? Jesus, when you said there were no specifics, you really fucking meant it,” I groused.

      Samuel heaved his shoulders. “We can only start where the markings tell us. This is Derinkuyu. There’s one official entrance with five unofficial ones that are closed off now. But when you look at the city, you can see that an approach isn’t as difficult as it would have been back in the day.”

      Another picture shot up, and the design of the town was so much like an anthill that I had to wonder what these ancient people had been smoking to come up with this concept. I wasn’t saying they were dumb, far from it, but they had some strange design ethics.

      Underground, they’d chiseled out rooms that were interlinked via corridors. There were maybe ten of these chambers to a level, all interlinked by what were essentially ventilation shafts and wells.  When you put the picture together, it was like something a Doomsdayer would come up with while smoking a joint. Because the mass of chambers was boggling to behold.

      And above the ground? The homes looked like upside-down ice cream cones with windows chiseled out.

      “Are people still living there?” I questioned, uncertain because there appeared to be modern buildings interspersed among the ancient ruins. A lot of the anthill homes had been destroyed, which was what Samuel meant by the access points having changed over the years.

      Not officially, but we’d been trained to seek out points of infiltration, and even as I scanned over the Google Maps’ images, a few leaped out at me.

      “For sure. Twenty thousand people live aboveground now, and this is a major tourist attraction site for the region,” Samuel explained.

      As we all stared at the pictures, Eren asked, “Think she’ll get us there?”

      As one, we cut a look at the bedroom where she’d holed up in.

      “I think whatever Eve sets her mind to,” Frazer said softly, “she’ll get her way.”

      Looking at a Pack that was made up of men who’d once been my enemies and were now my brothers, I couldn’t do anything other than agree with him.
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      The helicopter ride set me on edge.

      I didn’t like cars, hated boats, loathed planes, but helicopters? Worst of the bunch.

      Unfortunately for me, my preferences weren’t considered, and since the situation was rather dire, it made sense.

      Caelum’s jet enabled us to get to Ankara, and from there, one of its helicopters was waiting to take us to Kayseri, a thirty-minute ride from where we needed to be. But helicopters, with their god-awful vibrations that managed to offend everyone in the vicinity, would ruin our cloak-and-dagger approach.

      Nicholas had a car waiting for us where the helicopter landed in a dust-strewn field atop crops that, had the farmers been tending, would have been destroyed.

      As it stood, like everywhere else, it was a ghost town.

      That was to our benefit, but it was creepy, and I was grateful for the backup Nicholas had insisted on as his price for helping us in this final battle against Erlik.

      Of course, that wasn’t all he’d asked for, and in his shoes, I would have asked for more too. Didn’t mean I was going to give him what he wanted, even if he accepted us back into Caelum afterward.

      Mouth pursing with disgust at his request, I let Reed enfold my hand in his. He tugged me along to the waiting SUVs and hefted me into the middle seat where he soon joined me.

      It didn’t sit well with me that we were going to be split up. My Pack was made to be together, forged as one unit, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. These SUVs didn’t seat eight people, simple as that.

      We set off down a regular road but swiftly turned off onto a dust-lined track. It was easy to see why the three-vehicle cavalcade had all looked wrecked. For all I knew, there could have been brand new vehicles hiding beneath the red mud spattered on the tires, the fender, and lower half of the body.

      The track grew rocky and even messier as we traveled the thirty minutes from the helicopter’s drop off point to Derinkuyu. The driver was a local, a creature, and he glowered at us with an intense dislike that went above and beyond someone being pissed at being called in for a job on short notice.

      “I can’t believe they blamed us for the infiltration when we were the ones who saved their asses,” Samuel grumbled from behind me.

      “In their position, we were the easiest to blame,” I replied easily, turning my face to the side to stare out the window and onto the rocky terrain, which had been half-civilized for modern living but was still rough and raw.

      “You told him we weren’t behind it, didn’t you?”

      I snickered at my control freak Vampire and turned to look at him. “You think Nicholas would have helped me if I hadn’t told him exactly what happened?”

      His brow puckered. “Everything?”

      “Everything,” I drawled, amused. “What did you think I was going to talk to him about? The weather?”

      He shrugged. “Thought you’d hold some things back.”

      “Nope. He even knows we’re a Pack now.”

      “He does?” Stefan’s voice was high-pitched.

      “Does that bother you?” I inquired, my cheeks turning pink in the face of his embarrassment. Anger began to whirl inside me, and only when Reed tutted and squeezed my thigh, did I feel like I had an escape valve.

      His Hell Hound butted alongside mine, calming me down, and when I looked at Stefan again, I knew it was without anger, making my eyes gleam.

      “I just—”

      “You have to understand, Eve,” Eren replied. “Nicholas is important to Stefan. The whole Academy is. If Stefan hero worships anyone, it’s Nicholas.”

      I blinked. “Why didn’t you tell me that?”

      “Because he’s stoic?” Eren said with a snigger, which earned him a shove in the side from Stefan’s elbow.

      “Fuck off,” Stefan grumbled, but his pink ears said Eren was spot on with his comments.

      “I mean, I didn’t tell him we did threesomes and stuff,” I mumbled, dipping my head so the driver couldn’t hear.

      “Jesus, I should hope not,” Reed retorted, but he was laughing as he spoke and I shot him a grin, happy he was amused. “He didn’t ask for the specifics then?”

      My lips twitched before I could control them. “Nope. He didn’t ask if any of you touched either.”

      Silence fell at my words before I began giggling, slapping my belly to contain my glee at their horrified glances at one another.

      “We don’t cross swords, babe,” Samuel replied with a disgusted shudder.

      “Never say never,” I said in a singsong voice.

      “I will,” Eren retorted, sticking his tongue out and making puking sounds.

      “Spoilsports,” I teased, but I gave them a wink that encompassed them all, and turned back, feeling surprisingly lighter than I’d anticipated.

      Of course, our amusement gained us glowers from the driver, and though I knew it was bad, I couldn’t stop myself from spitting, “If you don’t want to be here, then get the fuck out of the car and we’ll take over.”

      The man jerked in response, the wheel going with him before he got the vehicle back under control.

      He’d heard the Hell Hound in my voice, and it satisfied me deeply that he responded to it.

      Reed mumbled, “Since when do you say ‘fuck?’”

      I shrugged. “You guys all say it when you come.”

      “We do?” he asked with a snort.

      “Yep. I hear it often enough…” I gave him another shrug and a quick grin that had him laughing.

      “You’ve got game, girl,” he replied.

      “Maybe.” I schooled my features, robbing them of all amusement as I turned back to shoot a poker face the driver’s way.

      I didn’t appreciate how he’d been glowering at us, and though I could empathize, he was supposed to listen to his leader and be on our side. Not make us feel like pieces of human trash.

      Trash who’d literally been the ones to annihilate two-thirds of the world’s Ghouls.

      So, the guy was lucky I hadn’t told him to suck it.

      Folding my arms across my chest, I stared out onto the road ahead and sighed as Derinkuyu unfolded. I didn’t need the GPS to tell me we were almost there. Not after all the pictures Samuel had shown me.

      There was an official entrance, but Samuel had discovered there’d been a landslide about eighty years ago in the area. He believed that if we traveled past the area of Derinkuyu that was known to the tourists, we’d potentially find another entrance Mother Nature had revealed.

      In doing so, we had to pass a lot of ramshackle buildings that were scrawled with graffiti. It was remarkably like Hidalgo, truth be told. The same low-level poverty rubbing shoulders with angry people who thought writing on walls would ease their anger at the world.

      What couldn’t be ignored were the bizarre rock formations that the region was known for. These spiky monoliths were like huge stalagmites. They blended into the face of the mountain at their back, shielding them from the eyes of their ancient enemies.

      It was a sea of stone, broken up only by patches of terrain that had been farmed, and black holes that were windows in the rock.

      When we eventually came to a halt, I was relieved.

      Though my body wasn’t as sore as it might have been if the gouille hadn’t softened my fall from the Temple two days ago, being jolted around for hours on end was making me feel the burn.

      I wanted terra firma.

      Now.

      When we climbed out of the vehicle, the other SUVs appeared, and relief flushed through me as Frazer, Nestor, and Dre hustled over to my side. From the tension on their faces, I assumed they might have been arguing on the ride over, but when they greeted us, each of them finding a way to touch me, I saw the strain disperse and recognized that they’d disliked being separated from us as much as we’d hated it too.

      Well, I could only speak for myself, but being back with my Pack definitely made me breathe easier.

      “Now that we’re here, what’s the plan?”

      It was the driver who spoke, and though he wasn’t glaring at us anymore, I heard his disdain and fought with the need to get in his face.

      Today was not the day to be throwing shade my way—as Reed would call it.

      I didn’t need his BS, nor did I want it.

      There were bigger fish to fry, so wasting time and energy on him was stupid, but it didn’t make his attitude any easier to take.

      Plus, it sucked that if we made it out alive, and were welcomed back to Caelum, it might not be with a hero’s welcome but with disdain and distrust.

      Sure, Nicholas was now looking into what had happened that night and was looking for a traitor in the Academy’s midst, but as Dre would say, shit stuck. And he wasn’t wrong.

      Ignoring the driver, I turned away from the cluster of men around the SUV, and stared out at the land ahead.

      Samuel approached me, and really, this was on him. This was his plan, but I knew my input was important to the guys because my body was a walking, talking compass.

      Not of my own making, of course. But that was neither here nor there.

      “How far out is this from what most people call the underground city?” Samuel asked the driver, who was the leader of his six-strong Pack. He and his brothers moved forward to join us at the edge of the ridge where we stood. They were as dark as him, but although they might have blended in as Turks, they weren’t. One was too light, another had blue eyes that were hidden by contacts, and the last looked more Hispanic. His coloring was like Nestor and Dre’s more than Eren’s, whose skin was just a hint darker. Like burnt papyrus rather than ripe olive.

      “Not far. Under here is the tunnel that connects Derinkuyu with another cave system a few miles away.”

      “When I looked online, I couldn’t see any mention of the landslide damaging the city,” Samuel replied.

      The driver, a guy who’d been impolite enough not to introduce himself, shrugged. “There was damage, but a lot of the underground city isn’t open to the public, anyway.”

      “What do you think, Eve?” Frazer inquired, his hand coming up to cup my shoulder. “Do you get a good feeling about this place?”

      Though the other Pack sneered at his question, I thought about it. Thought about that internal compass I’d been gifted and pondered if we were in the right place.

      As I stared up at the sun which was high in the sky, I realized that different points of the old city weren’t cast in shadow. At all. It was a spiky vista that lay ahead of me, but it gave me no clues. I didn’t know if this was the right place or not.

      Biting my lip, I wondered how I could help narrow things down. Samuel had been working on instinct, so why couldn’t I?

      Just because I wasn’t comfortable in my skin, was totally ill at ease with the creatures under my control, didn’t mean I hadn’t called on the Lorelei to bring those Ghouls to me in the parking lot. And today, hadn’t I used the Hell Hound to scare the driver?

      I just had a feeling that this went deeper than that.

      Touching upon the seven souls was easier than holding on to the eighth. That elusive eighth soul that had been the bane of my existence since I’d come to know how unusual it was.

      Sucking down a breath, I tried to center myself and do as Dre had taught me back at Caelum. I called upon the Hell Hound, because that one was closest to the surface after my contretemps with the douchebag driver.

      She purred at my approach, and I felt Reed tense at my side. For some reason, they were linked, connected in a way I felt sure was unusual. Even to a mated pair.

      They were a bit like they were piano keys, as I strummed my touch along each of my souls, feeling the jolt in my mates’ souls as they responded to the caress. I felt their response deep inside me—Stefan stiffened, Eren softened. Each of them gave me their undivided attention as I used the awakened souls to reach the eighth.

      Deep inside me, in that tiny space where they were resting, I called upon what I now knew to be the Jannah. I felt like I was climbing walls inside me, trying to go above the nook where the souls usually lay to reach the last one. The holy one.

      I didn’t know if I could do it, didn’t know if it was even possible. Only when a wish was uttered did I feel its presence—

      My eyes flashed at that. “Make a wish. Something important enough to count, but easy enough to happen now.”

      Silence fell at my words and then the driver snorted. “How about this… I wish to be anywhere other than here?”

      The words were uttered with scorn, but they were enough.

      Deep inside, I felt the Jannah stir to life, its purpose of granting wishes being triggered by the disdainful driver’s words.

      The light inside me was like the one that made the marks glow, and when I tried to touch it, a soft laugh sounded inside me.

      “It will burn you.”

      My body tensed as I heard the words in my head.

      Communicating with the souls wasn’t something we did verbally.

      “But I’m not a soul. And you’re not majnūn. You are Jannah.” A sigh came, gusting through my mind as though it were a stiff breeze. “I’ve waited a long time to speak with you.”

      “You have?” The words were tremulous and also spoken aloud.

      I felt my mates shuffle around me, sensed their unease over me speaking to myself, but I’d found the Jannah deep inside and wasn’t about to let go—this voice, however, wasn’t Jannah.

      Was it God?

      Was God speaking to me through my eighth soul?

      “Of course, I have. You’re My child, but you were locked up so tightly that I could never get to you. Seven wishes were all it took,” the voice teased. “And now, here we are. The beginning of the end.” A hum sounded. “You’re in the right place, Eve. What you’re about to see will be disturbing but have faith. You’re my soldier, guided by My hand. We will see this through until the end.”

      I felt the Jannah retreat into the background where it had always resided, so I opened my eyes and saw that my men were clustered around me while the others weren’t. Only one of the SUVs remained, and for all of us to get in there would be a tight fit—probably a good thing that the laws were a little loose at the moment.

      “Where did they go?” I queried, rubbing my arms that suddenly felt cold, even in the intense heat of the summer’s day.

      “Nicholas called them back to Ankara. Some dicks took advantage of the chaos and hit the city with a bomb.”

      Reed rubbed the back of his neck. “We told them we could deal with whatever happens here.”

      “Be careful what you wish for,” I stated grimly, thinking about the other man’s wish as I looked over the terrain once more. “We’re in the right place.”

      “Who were you talking to?”

      Samuel’s voice was hesitant, careful. Like he knew he could offend me and totally didn’t want to.

      “The Jannah,” I informed him somewhat absentmindedly.

      “You can talk to it?” Eren blurted out, and I shot him a look then nodded.

      “First time today.” I stared at the tumbled walls, which were half-designed by man and half-designed by God, then I added, “It’s time to grant the first wish.”

      The guys cut each other a look then nodded.

      It was time.
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      “I wish we were safe.”

      The first wish couldn’t have been simpler, and the seven of us uttered it by rote. Of all the wishes Eve had to grant, it wasn’t like this was most difficult to remember.

      But as we uttered the words, nothing seemed to occur. We stared at the cave system, waiting for a miracle to happen.

      Only, it didn’t.

      “We must be in the wrong place,” Samuel said, his tone gritty.

      Eve shook her head. “No. It’s not. This is the right—” Before she could finish the sentence, she released a gasp, and shooting her a concerned look, I could see why she was gasping.

      Jesus Christ.

      Each of her new marks was glowing.

      All eight of them—the tree on her belly as well as the seven that represented each of the creatures.

      She stumbled, and all of us reached for her, all of us connecting with her to keep her upright.

      The second we did that?

      Shit rained.

      The light whirred from her body and blended into one large bolt. It was brighter than the sun itself and it hovered in front of us for a second, blinding us with its power before Eve exhaled.

      And like that, it dispersed, shooting away.

      The sun disappeared, shrouded behind a dense cloud of darkness that made it feel like an eclipse had just transpired. The swift change had my eyes aching, something that was only exacerbated by the light tunneling toward the cave systems.

      A wind appeared next, but it didn’t affect the clouds shadowing the sun. If anything, it coaxed it to grow bigger and brighter before it whirred into one of the many openings in the cliff’s face.

      We could see the passage of the light as it meandered through the cave system—that was how goddamn bright it was. It reminded me of light that passed through my skin if I covered the flashlight on my phone with my finger.

      As it swirled around inside the caves?

      Screams sounded.

      From wherever the light touched, there was a cry of pain that was swiftly cut off.

      “Shit,” Dre whispered. “The light’s killing them.”

      Unease settled inside me, making my stomach churn. “I guess the clue wasn’t wrong. After that wish, we’ll be safe.”

      The eight promises of death that, ironically enough, came in the form of light, whirled through the cave like a tornado intent on ripping its way through the countryside. It was so fast, so horrifically violent that the wave of screams blurred into one endless noise.

      “How many are even there?” Eve cried out, only audible only because I was close to her, with her horror at what was happening evident. Ghouls weren’t human though. They didn’t deserve a humane way to die.

      “Thousands,” Samuel screamed over the roaring noise tearing through the underground city. “Has to be.”

      The light’s path, gleaming through the stone walls as it was, showed us just how intricate the cave system was here, meaning either we were accessing an underground cave network that hadn’t been explored before, or this was part of Derinkuyu that had been held off from the public—perhaps thanks to a high-ranking Ghoul’s interference.

      Still, the complexity of the network was bewildering, and the noise was enough to make that marvel a nightmare. The loss of silence blurred into an endlessness that made my ears weep with the need for the screams to die, and after a solid fifteen minutes of listening to this torture, when the screams perished, it had me closing my eyes and whispering thanks because I seriously wasn’t sure if I could deal with much more of that.

      With the quiet came the return of the sun. It appeared from behind its thick shroud of clouds. Though it was back, my eyes didn’t ache as they normally would. The light I’d just witnessed tearing its way through the cave had been bright enough to make me feel as though it were still midday.

      “They’re all gone?”

      “Most of them, I reckon,” Samuel stated grimly. “Apart from Erlik. The fact we have two more wishes tells me he’s alive, but why didn’t the light reach him?”

      “Maybe he’s in a part it couldn’t get to?” Eve suggested, but I heard the shakiness in her voice. Who could blame her for being scared? I was too, but not for myself—for her and for my Pack.

      We were about to head into war with no one at our back and an Original Ghoul at our front.

      Which part of that boded well?

      “We need to get moving,” Reed said uneasily. “The light penetrated through there.” He pointed to a kind of rocky terrain on ground level, which, from where we were standing, would have been invisible without the guidance from our first wish.

      We were dressed for the desert in sand-colored combats Nicholas had provided for us. Whatever Eve had told him, he’d given us the best gear he’d handed out only to the top Enforcers. There was an honor in that as well as trepidation. After all, we weren’t top Enforcers. Though it had been in our future, it took time and battles to reach that point.

      We still weren’t old enough to fucking graduate, yet here we were with the best kit.

      Releasing a breath, I directed, “I’ll take point. Keep Eve between us. Watch out for the ground shifting, Eve. It might look stable, but that doesn’t mean it is.”

      She shook her head. “The danger isn’t out here but in there.”

      Because she wasn’t wrong, I didn’t bother arguing. Just nodded at her and headed over to a thin track of land connecting the hill we were standing on with the higher one beside it. It was a steep trail, bogged down with weeds, some dead and some alive, which had been trampled at some point.

      “This is their access point,” I mused, then shouted the words back to my Pack.

      “They use this as their base, that’s for sure,” Eren observed grimly from behind me.

      It was a wonder there was anyone left in Derinkuyu City considering how many Ghouls the light from our wish had just blasted through…

      Between the people of Derinkuyu and the tourists who gathered here for the attraction of the underground city, the numbers told me that high-ranking Ghouls lived here. Ones who could control their urges, who were grounded in reason enough to know that you didn’t shit where you ate.

      Literally.

      As we approached the other hill, the path came to a natural end, and I saw the scorch mark on the face of the cliff. Had I not seen that, it would have been impossible to see the slight opening, but because it was there, I sucked in a breath then peeped inside.

      Half of the opening was in the light and the other in the dark, making it hard to catch my bearings, but the second I did, I saw the steps. And the piles of ash.

      There’d been some Ghouls heading out, undoubtedly to investigate the noise from our vehicles.

      Pulling back, I called out, “This way.”

      Stepping inside the cool air of the cave was a delight after that short journey in the heat of the midday sun. When we were all inside, Samuel said, “Time for the second wish. We have no idea where we’re going.”

      “The only way to go is down, right?” Dre argued. “I think we should head down and then have a look around. Reconnoiter the area before we waste the wish.”

      But Samuel shook his head. “Why waste time? We need to get to Erlik ASAP before he does anything that could jeopardize our goal. We still don’t know what he’s capable of, and now that he’s lost the Ghouls living in his sanctuary, well, he’s a loose cannon.”

      Eve nodded. “I think Sam’s right, Dre. Better to say the wish now than to regret it later. I don’t think whether we start now or deeper in the cavern will make much difference on if the wish is granted at all.”

      “We’re not lost, and the clue distinctly said that,” Eren chimed in, agreeing with his brothers.

      “We’re not exactly found. None of us know where the hell we are or where to go,” I argued, then turning to the left, added, “I mean, look.” Pointing behind me, there was another tunnel. “We can go left or right. Which way do we go?”

      Dre pulled a face, and Eren nodded, so with us all in agreement, I said, “One, two—”

      On three, we called out, “To the pit of Tamag we wish to be led.”

      When nothing happened, Eve blew out a breath and stared at the ground. Because I was focused on her, I saw that one of her laces was coming undone and told her. She bent down, knotted the lace tighter, then pressed her hand to the wall to steady herself as she stood upright.

      The second she did?

      “Son of a bitch!” Dre hissed as the cave glowed where she touched.

      “Jesus. You’re the guidance system,” Samuel ground out, as she pulled her hand away with a squeak.

      Frowning, I told her, “I wonder if the glow means you’re in the right direction or the wrong one.”

      Samuel grunted. “Let’s hope it means we’re right. Walk to the left, Eve. See if the light shows up.”

      She did as bid, walked a few steps past me, then pressed her hand to the rocky wall.

      Nothing happened.

      She moved a few more steps, dipping her head as the tunnel grew narrower and shorter. Touching the wall, again, nothing happened.

      As she returned to us, she headed down the steps, passing us in the narrow entranceway, and this time, when she touched the wall, the glow appeared.

      “It’s like the light from the first wish charged the rock or something,” Nestor mused, and I heard his fascination at the prospect.

      “I’m more concerned with the fact that this means Eve has to take point,” Reed grumbled, and Nestor’s face fell.

      “Shit. Yeah.”

      “Guys, it’s okay,” Eve countered.

      I wasn’t sure what it would take for Eve to realize that nothing was okay when her safety was in jeopardy.

      I’d never anticipated feeling this much for another person. Pack was Pack, but this? It went beyond even the connection I had with my brothers.

      It would kill me to lose one of them. Hurt me so deeply that life would shift to subsisting.

      But if I lost Eve?

      I might as well die, because there was no way I was walking on this planet without her at my side.

      And it was as simple and as terrifying as that.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Samuel

      

      

      Frazer’s unease literally throbbed in the air, and because I knew him so well, I knew it would kill him to let Eve take the lead.

      There was a reason Frazer always put himself at the forefront of any danger. It wasn’t because he was a danger junkie, or because he wanted all the glory after the battle. It was because he was a protector. Through and through.

      He’d die before anyone he loved was hurt on his watch, and Eve putting herself in the front was going to be agony for him.

      Especially if something happened to her.

      I raised my hand and pressed it onto his shoulder, squeezing down and shooting him a look I hoped would ease him a little. I could sense his disquiet, knew he wanted to argue with her, but logic alone told him he couldn’t. She was right. She made sense.

      Without her to guide us, we’d be stuck in this cramped space, with its too low ceilings, rounded walls, and craggy steps that led to only the fuck knew where.

      If this was considered a Ghouls’ paradise, then they could fucking keep it.

      I wasn’t claustrophobic, but I had a feeling that after this was over, I would be.

      Thinking about how narrow everything was just made me feel antsy, and as we traipsed after Eve who appeared to be the only comfortable one among us, because she was shorter and less bulky than the rest of us, I felt myself grow more and more miserable from the tight confines.

      Of course, my Vampire just happened to love it.

      Even though the glow emitting from the wall where Eve touched it was enough to guide our path, to let us view the kind of Hobbit rooms the Ghouls had been living in—there were signs of bags of Cheetos and cans of Coke littering some rooms, a Playboy magazine in another, and even a cell phone that was buzzing when we entered a bedroom—my creature appreciated the darkness. The Vampire loved these conditions, fought best in them.

      In fact…

      As the thought swirled inside my brain, it made me queasy with disquiet.

      All our creatures functioned well in this environment.

      Almost like we’d been made to fight in tight spaces and darkened pits.

      Shaken, I pressed my palm to the wall where Eve had touched moments before and was bewildered by the warmth that lingered there. It wasn’t boiling, not hot enough to sting, but it was comforting against my digits.

      “What is it?” Dre asked from behind me.

      “I was just thinking,” I rasped, “how these are ideal fighting conditions for us.”

      He snorted. “Think again. My bear—”

      “Would fit.” He wasn’t the largest species of bear out there, and the grizzly didn’t exactly need room to maim and kill, did it?

      “Shit. That has to be a coincidence. Right?”

      “I don’t know,” I rumbled, “but I don’t like it.”

      His hum told me he felt the exact same way.

      As we headed into the depths of the cavernous network, it was impossible to avoid the sight of the thousands of piles of ash that lingered here and there.

      Though we’d seen proof in the cities above ground, the wind had swiftly done away with them. Here? They’d rest for eternity unless something, vermin or whatever, disturbed them.

      “I wonder how many lived in the temple,” Reed commented from in front of me. “If there were that many there, then Jesus.”

      “I wonder why Drekavac didn’t live somewhere similar,” Dre mused.

      “He probably did. Remember, the clue said he lived in the mountains. He only came down because we drew him out.”

      “The people living here had to be important. They were his inner circle,” Reed postulated. “Erlik has to be pissed at being left alone.”

      “Unless he has already escaped.”

      “He hasn’t,” Eve stated, her voice as calm as anything.

      “Can you hear water?” Reed inserted before I could utter a word.

      I tilted my head to the side and focused on anything other than the scrape of our feet against the rocky floor. “Yeah. I can.” My brow puckered.

      Frazer asked, “Where is it?”

      I thought about the maps of the underground city I’d studied, and even though this part was probably uncharted, I had to figure it was built on a similar premise. Every few rooms, there was a large ventilation shaft and a water access point. But this sounded more than just a well… that flushing sound?

      It was a river.

      Impossible.

      Surely?

      Uncertain whether I was concerned or just bewildered, I shook off those thoughts because they were getting me nowhere and carried on, with one foot in front of the other, growing more and more miserable as we passed an endless array of small rooms, rounded ceilings, and walls that had the names of thousands carved into them—ancient graffiti. Who could beat it? And behind those walls? The throbbing power of water.

      Disconcerting?

      Very.

      We walked for ages. It felt like hours but was probably only twenty minutes, still, my misery added to the time. When Eve rasped, “This is it,” I wasn’t sure whether to be elated or more despondent.

      Our time of reckoning had come, and this might very well be the final moments I had with my Pack intact.

      A nauseating thought, and one I didn’t need to contemplate. These people were my family. They would never replace the one I’d left behind, but they didn’t need to. With time, I knew my Pack would help me break free from my parents and brother and sister, because they already had.

      Even amid the chaos, I hadn’t had time to think of them. Hadn’t worried about them because I had enough on my plate without fretting about them.

      Only my Pack and Eve could have managed that, and yet, here I was, heading into a situation that could mean the end of us all.

      Fun times.

      Not.

      This part of the cave was wider, almost like it had been broadened for heavy traffic. We fanned out and saw why Eve hadn’t moved on.

      There was a stone door, but it was circular and needed rolling to open it.

      My mouth gaped at the ingenuity of the people who’d originally built this city. I couldn’t make out how it worked. With the Temple either. Had ancient people built this city and that place of worship? Had the Ghouls overtaken them as their own? Or were they the ones who’d built them? Adding to them as their numbers grew?

      It didn’t really matter, but I found myself fascinated nonetheless.

      Reed, Nestor, and Dre headed to the door. As the Shifters, they were the strongest, and my ego wasn’t that wimpish that I needed it stroked by attempting to shift a boulder that required some heft behind it.

      As they began to move it, though, Eve blurted out, “Wait!” When they froze and turned to her, she whispered, “We don’t know what’s beyond there. We don’t know what we’re facing or if the light even managed to get into this part of the city. We’re deep, the door is solid, and there could be a thousand more Ghouls hiding inside…” She gulped. “I-I just wanted to say that…”

      “No,” Stefan grated out. “This isn’t goodbye, Eve.”

      Eve’s bottom lip quivered. “We don’t know that. We don’t know what’s going to happen, and I just—” She blew out a breath, took a second to compose herself, and whispered, “I love you. I love you all.” She began flittering about the circle we’d inadvertently made around her, since her safety, as always, was paramount for us.

      As she neared me, she whispered, “Thank you for doing the dirty work, for making yourself a target to protect your brothers.” She reached up on tiptoe and pressed a kiss to my lips. “I love you for that, and I love you for needing us to be safe.”

      She didn’t let me cling to her, didn’t want to be stopped.

      At Stefan, she kissed him, then whispered, “Thank you for keeping us together, for making me a part of this strange family, and welcoming me and coming to care for me even though I was something to be feared.” Another kiss. “I love you for that, and I love you for loving me.”

      Eren came next, and after she kissed him, she said, “Thank you for teaching me the whacky things in this world. For being gentle with me even though I must have been irritating.” She sucked in another shaky breath. “I love you for that, and I love you for letting me see the real you.”

      With Frazer, she pressed her forehead to his. “Thank you for guiding us. For not being afraid to take the lead, and doing what has to be done to get us where we need to go.” She sighed, kissed him gently, and whispered, “I love you for that, and I love you for needing me.”

      By the door, Reed was the closest to her, and she pressed her face into his bulky chest, squeezing him tight as she embraced him. Into his pecs, she mumbled, “Thank you for being a spitfire. For keeping me warm with your temper and for always keeping me safe. I love you for that, and I love you for grounding me.”

      When she hugged Nestor, my throat grew tight and my eyes stung—she didn’t think we were getting out of this alive. No further proof was required than this ceremony she needed to get through.

      “Nestor,” she whispered, “thank you for watching over us, for being willing to watch our backs so we can be safe. I love you for that, and I love you for showing me what it is to love.”

      At last, she came to Dre, and as she stared up at him, I saw, even in the dimness, the tears in her eyes. “I’ve spent more time hating you than loving you, and that’s your fault. But although your words have mostly been mean, when you made me yours, they’ve become sweeter.” She cupped his chin. “I love you for that, and I love you for opening yourself up to loving me.” She kissed him, then grabbing his hand, turned around, and whispered:

      “Whatever happens, you go into this knowing that I wouldn’t be here without any of you. This is our destiny, guys. We have no say in it, but I didn’t have to love you for this to happen.” She gritted her teeth. “Now, I don’t want to die, and I want you guys to die even less. I have too many plans, and too many things I want to do with you, but now you know how I feel.”

      Dre squeezed her fingers. “We’re going nowhere, and neither are you.”

      Her smile was tight. “I think it’s time.”

      I hated that she wasn’t wrong, and I hated that I wasn’t sure of the outcome.

      Whatever was behind those doors?

      It could mean our end, and she was right—I wasn’t ready to die. I didn’t want to tell her I loved her, I wanted to spend a lifetime showing her, and with that in mind, I focused on what would happen when we made it out of this fucking horrible place because the future was only bright if we were all in it.
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      After the harsh scraping sound of stone grinding against stone, the intense quiet that followed was enough to make my heartbeat sound loud in my ears.

      All around me, I could hear my men breathing and I took comfort in that, used it to ground me as I prepared to face a situation I had no control over.

      Pressing my hand to the wall, the light appeared then sputtered out. “Great,” I grumbled.

      “Means we’re in the right place,” Dre whispered at my side, his body close to mine.

      “I guess,” I said on a sigh.

      My vision as a creature enabled me to see into the dark cave, but it wasn’t comfortable. I wanted the light like I’d never wanted anything in my life—even my men—and that was saying something.

      As we hesitantly stepped farther in the darkness, I heard another scraping sound, and the flickering noise that came from fire.

      I’d heard the latter enough these past few days to be wary, and the narrow tunnel we found ourselves in, all craggy walls and rough floors that I kept stubbing my toe on, suddenly opened up once more.

      What I saw stunned the shit out of me.

      In a million years, I never could have anticipated the large pit in the center of the cave, nor would have I envisaged the Ghoul who hovered nearby on a throne that was far too pretty for him. Gilded and bejeweled, the seat was grand enough for any king, but the beast atop it? Only knowing his name was Erlik and not Satan told me he wasn’t the devil himself.

      But if he roamed the land above, no wonder Satan had come to be described as bright red with a whippet tail, horns, and a snout.

      Erlik was vile, revolting, and so other that nausea swirled inside me.

      There was a forced languor about his pose, like he was making himself look relaxed, but I knew he had to be aware of the loss of his Ghouls, because there were piles of ash in here too.

      The pit was the size of a small house, and it had two falls in it. One of water that gleamed black—the one that had so concerned the men as we’d been trudging down to this cavern—and another of fire that burned blue. The contrast was disconcerting, and I had to wonder why it was open that way. Did it lead to hell? Was this truly Tamag?

      “I know you’re there.”

      The voice was ragged, but not from fear, but because no words should be formed by a creature like that.

      “You’d have to be deaf not to have heard the door opening,” Dre, ever ebullient, called out as he stepped into the chamber.

      The blue fire lit the creamy red walls with an unearthly light, and the heat in here, though combatted by the waterfall, was ungodly. Sweat beaded on my brow and dotted my lips and the small of my back. It was enough to rival a sauna, and I wasn’t sure how Erlik could stand the heat when it was this suffocating.

      “Ah, a straight talker. Good.” Erlik grated out a sound that could only be a laugh, still, it was like nails down a chalkboard and had me wincing. “I have a proposition for you. I’m not sure who sent you, but they didn’t tell you something important.”

      We fanned out, heading from the tunnel and deeper into the cavern.

      I hadn’t anticipated a board meeting before we got down to proceedings, but I’d admit, I was curious as to what he had to say.

      Why?

      Because I wasn’t entirely sure humans deserved to live without fear.

      Horrible of me? Perhaps. But the fact that some bastards had taken advantage of the world’s disarray to set off a bomb in Ankara? And that similar scenarios would be happening the world over as evil people manipulated this situation for their own gain?

      Better the devil you knew than the one you didn’t.

      I knew I had no say in that. My Jannah, guided by God’s hand, had brought me here for a purpose. Coming to terms with Erlik wasn’t that purpose, but still, I listened.

      “What’s so important that I can’t kill you now?” Dre mocked, and I wanted to elbow him for being so damn cocky—it would be the death of him, and that was my major fear.

      It didn’t matter that not all of them had told me they loved me. They showed me every day. With their hugs and gentle touches, their belief in me, their faith in me as their woman and as an equal in this fate we found ourselves in.

      Sometimes, actions spoke louder than words, but before we’d met our destiny, I had to tell them all. Had to let them know what they meant to me.

      I’d never loved before, and now, I had seven loves worth fighting for. Dying for. Killing for.

      “This pit is a portal. It takes you straight to Hell. If you think the devil isn’t gathering his legions to counter the billions of Ghouls you’ve struck down, you’re a fool.”

      “Billions?” I choked out, drawing Erlik’s attention my way.

      “Yes.” He grinned, and it was so disgusting, the maw that appeared when he smirked had me barely holding on to the toast I’d had hours before. Now I knew why he was considered the original Sin Eater—that open-ended jaw? It was exactly like Frazer’s when I’d seen him kill those Ghouls in the parking lot. “Our numbers are more than even Nicholas’ spawn managed to quantify.” His sneer made me wince, and I realized that he and Nicholas were related—damn, Nicholas was his uncle.

      He couldn’t always have looked like this, could he?

      How could Nicholas be so beautiful and Erlik so… not?

      I knew they’d gone through the evolutionary process with mankind, but what on earth had happened to this grandchild of Adam and Eve?

      Frazer took a step closer, drawing Erlik’s attention away from me and onto himself. Damn his hide. I double damned him when he neared the pit, standing opposite the throne but so close to the rim that my stomach sank. “I’m assuming you’re telling us this for a reason. What do you possibly have that you think you can bargain with?”

      “How about the key to Hell’s gates?” He pointed to the water and to the fire. “Those two together keep Satan locked inside his fiery home.”

      “Why?” I questioned, reaching up to rub my temple where sweat was pouring into my eyes. I stared at the source of the fall which, if Erlik sat at twelve o’clock, the water ran at three.

      “This is the joining of the rivers Pishon, Gihon, Chidekel, and Phirat.”

      My mates frowned, but I knew of what he spoke. “How is that possible?” I demanded. “Rivers converge into an ocean, not into a cavern.”

      “They fed the Garden of Eden, child, and are nourished by God himself. Why wouldn’t he want to control the pit of Hell by containing it with his own holy waters?”

      God had made a deal with this monster?

      Erlik laughed, and it grated on my nerve endings. “Yes, child, even monsters like me deal with Him.”

      He got to his feet, and I saw they were cloven hoofs. The sight had me gulping. “What happened to you?” I asked in horror.

      “You spend enough time down here and even the annals of time forget you,” he rasped, his beady black eyes glittering at the unintended insult in my words. “But I am the gatekeeper. Would you like to guard this place for eternity? Or would you like to leave it in my hands?”

      A hand clamped on my shoulder, and I turned to look up at Samuel. “Eve, he might not be Satan, but he’s tempting you at that bastard’s hand. Don’t fall for it. How many more Ghouls are out there if we’ve already killed billions of them?”

      I heard the uncertainty in his voice, the fear, but all I could think about was this pit… would we have to man it if Erlik died? I couldn’t bear it. Living down here in the constant dark. In this heat. This unbearable heat.

      My mouth quivered as I thought about the fact that humans didn’t deserve to walk this Earth freely with no fear. They had been liberated twice over and chose to discard that sacrifice. Using it to their own purpose.

      Ridding the world of Erlik would mean that this pit, these gates, was unguarded unless we manned it. And God had seen fit to throw eight adolescents into a battle against a scourge that numbered in the billions.

      Why wouldn’t he have us guard it?

      Why wouldn’t he expect another sacrifice of us?

      “I can see you’re thinking with a clear head, child,” Erlik rumbled, and if he was trying to tempt me with a sultry voice, he failed. He just reminded me of how alien he was.

      “Don’t let him tempt you. He lies. He is sin incarnate.”

      The voice came from within, and though I hadn’t called upon the Jannah, it was there. As loud as day. As clear as a bell over the roaring waters and the soaring flames.

      “Stay true to yourself, Eve. Stay true to this path.”

      I didn’t want to listen, and that was the most terrifying thing of all. I simply didn’t want to, so maybe it was good that my men took the option away from me.

      Maybe it was good that, without any prompt from me, they took the onus and, as one, cried, “We wish to make this Earth an Eden again.”

      As their words spilled free, the power moved from inside me, surging through me like a lightning bolt. I’d never shifted. Had never felt that power within me like my men, but I knew what that felt like now.

      With a scream as the power enveloped me, I felt my body turn, felt my souls converge just as the waters that fed Eden had, and my limbs turned, changing and morphing into something else. Something other.

      I didn’t know what, didn’t understand it, but I knew my purpose.

      Before, I’d wavered. My human mind had been distressed by the evil inherent in man. The wickedness.

      But this creature who was sin incarnate, born from the first sin itself, had me soaring across the pit with wings that had torn through my shoulder blades.

      I didn’t look down. Didn’t need to. I knew where I was, hovering above a pit that spat water and fire at me equally. My eyes, those of the Hell Hound, focused on Erlik who gaped at me and was as frozen as my men while I soared toward him on a wind fed by the Almighty himself.

      With strength that came from the Were, I grabbed Erlik and hauled his bizarrely furry body into the air, and with the gouille’s wings, I hurtled us toward the pit.

      Erlik squealed like the beast he was, and with the Lorelei’s song, I lulled him into restfulness. For a second, I let my gaze flitter over my mates who’d spread out around the pit.

      I heard them. Calling me. Begging me to come to them, but I couldn’t listen.

      My purpose wasn’t to be with them now. It was to end this.

      As I hovered over the center of the pit, touched neither by Eden’s waters or Hell’s fire, I spun in a circle and looked at them, simply looked, and hoped they knew I loved them. That my words from before resonated as I let my wings cease their flapping and allowed gravity to take over.

      Their screams had my ears ringing. The Vampire’s attuned senses roared as they railed at me, begged me, pleaded with me to stop this, to come back to them, but there was no point.

      Erlik was in my grasp, and God wanted me to be down here. Wanted me near Hell.

      The pit was wide at the mouth but gradually grew narrower, and I traveled and I traveled farther down, deeper into the Earth’s core until the temperature from before felt like a balmy fall day. This heat was intense, so ferocious that it was a wonder the gouille’s leathery skin didn’t bubble and blister as Erlik’s did.

      There was a black hole at the bottom, something that not even the creatures’ senses could see through. At this point, I knew I could kill Erlik with the Sin Eater’s talents or even the Succubus’, but that was not God’s will.

      I knew we neared the bottom because Erlik began struggling as though he were aware of something I wasn’t, like he knew of a secret that I was in the dark about. The Lorelei’s voice ceased lulling him to sleep as it became overshadowed by the rustling sounds of the flames that licked ever nearer, and the water that rushed down, harder and faster as though it knew it was about to reach its end.

      As I fell toward my fate, I regretted my obstinacy, chided myself for forgetting that I was God’s hand, and instead, embraced the path he’d lit up for me.

      His Will be done.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Nestor

      

      

      

      “Eve!”

      We roared her name over and over, screamed it, but to no avail. A thousand times we yelled it, but she never answered. The creature she’d turned into, some kind of beast that belonged in a nightmare, had turned against us, allowing her to fall into the endlessness below.

      As I watched Frazer run around the pit, peering down as far as he could without toppling in himself, I knew we were running around like headless chickens, knew it but also knew we couldn’t stop ourselves.

      “Eve!” I roared over the water and the fire, and suddenly, neither were there.

      The silence was deafening. Louder than even the screams of earlier, than the roar of the fire and water combined. I shot my brothers a look, knew they felt my terror, and without fear of being hit by the duality of good and evil that guarded the pit, I knew I had no choice.

      Calling on my gouille, I felt my skin turn to that dull leather and my senses become a thousand times keener, and I backed up from the pit that Eve had dived into.

      As the others stared into the endless darkness below, I knew I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t follow her. Praying that the gouille’s wings would make an appearance as they had back in Mexico—something they did rarely—I took a running jump and dove into the pit.

      Behind me, my brothers screamed my name.

      “Nestor!” was Dre’s hoarse cry, and it echoed around the tunnel, the sound a comfort as it circled me, cosseted me, as I tumbled down into the pitch darkness.

      My heart sank as I realized my gouille wasn’t about to help me, and almost as though thinking about it was all it took, my wings appeared, piercing my skin, and sending acute waves of agony through me.

      I roared as the pain hit my nerve endings and, for the second time, I flew with muscles that were still new to me. But this was different than Mexico. There, I hadn’t flown, more like glided. This was flying.

      With the wings, my descent was more controlled than before. If I hit bottom, wherever the bottom was, maybe I wouldn’t just be a splat now… Although, if I was a splat, then what the fuck was Eve?

      The tunnel seemed endless, and only me and my gouille’s need for our mate kept us from turning upward, from getting the fuck out of here. It was creepy and the deeper we went, the narrower it became. The heat made my blood bubble in my veins, with only my creature’s tough skin shielding me from death itself.

      And just as the fear hit me that I’d never reach the bottom, I saw her.

      She lay there, a tumble of arms and legs. Her body limp, lax in a way I recognized. In a way I dreaded. Beside her, there was a pile of ash, and though I didn’t understand what I was looking at—had she collided with Erlik and that had stopped the fire and the water?—all I could understand was that I now walked in a world without Eve.

      A gouille shed tears for the loss of a Pack member, for its mate, and for the birth of its fledgling. As I stared at her, my face was wet from the tears that fell as I dropped to my knees so I could gather her in my arms. Her body was heavy with its lack of life. I squeezed her to me and released a roar that was loaded with my pain. My agony.

      When I heard two more, the bear’s call and the Hell Hound’s wrathful, keening bellow, I knew the message had been received and understood.

      My brothers knew she was gone.

      My wings led me, not my head. A part of me recognized that the pit that led to Hell was now open. If Erlik had spoken the truth, did that mean the devil could come wandering out of wherever he was hiding and soar onto Earth?

      I’d just lost my mate to save a bunch of ungrateful humans from Ghouls. The prospect of welcoming the devil to this realm was just beyond me.

      I didn’t look around, didn’t see the inner workings of the entrance to Hell. I just flew. For some reason, the flight was shorter on the way up than it was on the way down, and when I reached the mouth of the tunnel and I saw my brothers, their faces as wet as mine, as they took in Eve’s limp form, I felt my heart cave in on itself in my chest.

      How could anyone live with this pain?

      How could they endure?

      It didn’t matter that I’d just entered hell itself to get to her.

      The second Eve had passed over, Earth had become my living hell.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Reed

      

      

      

      Silence.

      There were no words, no reasonings or justifications. There was only pain.

      The exquisite pain of knowing she was gone. That she’d dived into the pit of Hell because we’d made our wish, taken her free will from her when she’d wavered in her path.

      I knew the guilt would live with us forever, knew that life itself would lose meaning now that the one woman who had completed us was no more.

      Even as we trudged out of the cave, me clinging to her lifeless body like a rag doll, I prayed she’d wake up. Prayed this was a joke. But it wasn’t. This was real.

      This hell was real.

      I moved because Frazer said I had to.

      I carried her to the surface because Stefan demanded we bury her in Caelum.

      I breathed because Nestor insisted we destroy this cave.

      But after that?

      I wasn’t sure what I’d do.

      She was still warm in my arms, her body not rigid. I didn’t know how long it took for rigor mortis to set in, but the thought seemed to reverberate inside my head. Clinging to me so I couldn’t stop thinking of it.

      In my mind’s eye, I saw the Earth taking her back into its soil, taking her further and further from my grasp, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to cope in a world without Eve. I needed her. Needed her so badly. I was her Chosen—I wasn’t supposed to roam this realm without her.

      When we reached the surface, I didn’t even realize it. My eyes were blind, and I was working on the Hound’s instincts, relying upon it to get me where I needed to go since my brain was incapable of functioning.

      I listened to my leader because Frazer spoke in that tone of voice that told me to obey.

      Staring blindly at him as we hovered by the SUV that had brought us here, I listened to the wish he broke in two to confuse the Jannah so we could utter it as one.

      We had no idea if it would work, but Eve was still Jannah, and we had no explosives to finish the job ourselves. The city of caves needed destroying now the falls of fire and water had disappeared, and the Jannah was our only means of making that happen.

      “We wish that Eve’s sacrifice wasn’t made in vain.”

      We spoke it as a septet, but we broke off the instant the wish was out in the open. The universe grabbed a hold of it, and before our eyes, a plume of dust soared from the opening on the rocky face of the hill.

      “We need to move,” Nestor growled, his voice hoarse from emotion. “If we just triggered another landslide then…”

      He didn’t need to finish the sentence.

      Hustling toward the car, I clung to Eve as Dre opened the door for me. When we all squeezed in, Frazer drove us away from the scene of devastation behind us.

      I didn’t need to look to know that the hill was imploding, the hive of caves disintegrating into what was, hopefully, a billion pieces.

      I didn’t care.

      All that mattered was that Eve had taken her last breath.

      “I wish that Eve was alive.” It was a pointless wish, one I knew wouldn’t work, but it didn’t stop me from whispering it. From hoping it would work, and when it didn’t, I clenched my eyes and pressed my forehead to hers.

      Everyone left. Everyone who mattered. Because I did something that took them away from me, and Eve was no different. She’d gone even though she loved me, and now that love was dead with her.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Eve

      

      

      

      I felt light. Lighter than a curvy girl like me could ever hope to feel.

      I was sure that no matter how many squats I dropped or how little I ate, I’d always be solid. Heavy. But now? I was like a feather.

      Beneath me, there was something soft, softer than silk, so comfortable I could lay here for a lifetime, and if my mates were nearby, I would definitely settle for eternity on this bed of sumptuous comfort.

      My eyes were closed, and I pulled a face when I tried to open them, but a hand reached out and covered them, making me jerk in response.

      A voice sounded then and confused me with its words: “If you look upon me then that is it, child. No more Eve, no more options.”

      The hand didn’t move, and I was glad because, of course, the instant the voice uttered those words, my eyelids finally opened.

      Sighing irritably, I was surprised when the other person laughed. “They always fail that task. I’ve come to learn to protect them from themselves.”

      “Who are ‘they?’” I rasped, surprised at how deep my voice was.

      “Those whose path was similar to yours.”

      I thought about that. “Other Jannah?” When there was an affirmative hum, I sucked in a breath. “Does that mean you’re God?” His voice did sound familiar…

      “Well, someone had to take the job,” came the teasing retort.

      His words were soft, gentle, and so unlike the mean God that Father Bryan had preached about all my life. That God definitely didn’t have a sense of humor.

      “In my line of work, you have to laugh, child. If you don’t, you’d cry.”

      My thoughts whirred, and I blurted out, “I can’t blame you. Humans are capable of horrible things.”

      “But beautiful things too,” He countered instantly, and before I could say another word, He murmured, “I’m going to move my hand. Please, do not look upon me.”

      I clenched my eyes shut and turned away from the voice, rolling onto my side so I gave Him my back. It felt incredibly rude, but it was either that or disobey. In this position, whatever I lay on wasn’t as comfortable, so I sat up and felt the surface beneath me shift. I was tempted to look, but God lived in Heaven, and I wasn’t ready for that.

      Wasn’t ready to see Heaven because if that was the case, then that meant I was dead, and if I was dead, I’d left my mates alone.

      “I left them behind,” I whispered, so sad I could hear the tears flooding my words.

      “You did,” was God’s sorrowful retort. “Because of me.”

      I shuddered. “No, for you.” It was true. Even though I’d acted as though another’s will had overtaken my own when I’d dived into the pit, I’d acted freely too. The world had enough monsters in it without the Ghouls lurking around every corner.

      That hand patted my shoulder, and I tried to calculate if it was large or if it was small. If it was like a human’s or oversized like in a Michelangelo drawing. It was hard to tell, and that made no sense. But it was like my mind blurred the answer, as though it knew I wasn’t capable of learning that information.

      “Do you know what the Jannah is?”

      I frowned. “A kind of genie?”

      “Yes. But the race existed to grace Eve with anything she could desire as she forged a new world, one touched with my spirit.” His tone darkened, deepened, and I felt His anger like it was a physical touch as He stated, “When Eve fell, she took that right with her. The wishes became finite, purposeful because, with her tainted line, the Jannah, and their abilities, became the only thing that could rectify her mistake, and you accomplished that. Accomplished what those before you couldn’t for you are the last of your kind.”

      That had my frown deepening. What was I supposed to say to that? Gee, thanks?

      A laugh sounded, and I realized God could read my thoughts.

      Then I wondered how stupid I had to be to have only just figured that out.

      In fact, He could hear this too. And this.

      Yikes.

      Shut up!

      Grimacing and forcing myself not to utter another thought, I fell silent.

      God murmured, “You’re different than the others. A child of your generation, I suppose. And yet, it is that child who brought about a day I was coming to fear I’d never see.”

      His words stirred me, and I blurted out, “Why did killing an Original Ghoul kill the whole line?”

      He clucked His tongue. “I can’t answer that.”

      Can’t or won’t? Well, that was boring. I sighed. “What can you tell me?”

      “That you have my thanks.” His tone was amused again, and I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to be amusing or not.

      Father Bryan would probably have whipped me by now.

      “Fear not, he might believe he is on his way to Heaven, but he most assuredly is not.”

      I stilled at that, then released a relieved breath. “Thank you for that.”

      “No thanks necessary. He earned that right, or the lack of, himself.”

      That Father Bryan would be punished soothed something inside me, but even as a part of me relaxed, my curiosity stirred to life once more.

      “You may ask, but I may not answer,” God replied, and I heard the smile in His voice again, and was thankful for it.

      “How did I Choose my mates?”

      He laughed, and the sound was so beautiful it made tears prick my eyes with joy. “You Chose them on your own volition, with a lot of pheromones helping you along the way. My plan was only for you to forge a Pack with seven guardians worthy of protecting you, strong enough to keep you safe along the path to fulfilling my will. But sometimes, these things forge a life of their own, and I can’t be sad about that.”

      Inside, my heart lurched. “How is that even possible?”

      “Sometimes, true love comes of its own will.”

      That had even more tears pricking my eyes as a soul-deep need for my men to be at my side hit me. But equally, that would mean that they were dead, and I couldn’t bear that. Couldn’t handle it.

      I needed them to live. More than I needed them with me because I could cope without them for the time being. Until they were returned to me here, after having lived what I hoped would be long and fulfilling lives.

      God sighed. “So sacrificing. They are fortunate.”

      “I’m the lucky one. Even if Dre has an attitude problem.”

      “Diamonds in the rough usually are worth the trouble,” He consoled.

      “Oh, I know,” I told Him, aware my tone was cheerful. “He and I have come to an understanding.”

      “Really?” He asked, sounding amused again. “What kind of understanding?”

      “If he talks to me like I’m—” I cleared my throat. Swearing here was a big no-no. “I mean, he knows I just won’t talk to him if he’s being mean.”

      God snorted. “I understand more than you think.”

      My cheeks tinged bright pink as I thought about what God did know and had probably seen.

      Yikes.

      “What do the marks mean?” I asked, curling my fingers into my palms where Nestor and Dre’s felt like they were burning me as though they were brands. I also thought of the huge pieces of ink the others sported on their backs.

      Their delicious backs.

      Their thickly muscled, yummy backs.

      Goodness, I missed them already.

      “It is the oldest of tongues. Older even than what Adam and Eve spoke those first few days.”

      I frowned, thought about what He wasn’t saying and hesitantly asked, “What the angels speak?”

      Another soft laugh that made me tingle like a drop of rain falling on the tip of my nose—gentle and warm, not frightening. “Yes.”

      “What does it say?”

      “It is a song. One of benediction and glory. Of joy and wonder.” He hummed. “I thought it apt.” He sighed, then, and the motion was so heavy that it stirred my hair, lifting it from my shoulders and letting it settle in disarray. “But now, I’m left with you. A child who was too young for such a burden, who fought for me even though she’d been shown no love from those who should have loved her. Who led her into a religion that was not sanctioned by me or mine.

      “A child who loves with all her marrow, who sacrificed herself for a cause that wasn’t her own…”

      My heart sped up at His words. “May I ask what happened?”

      “As the rivers of Eden soared into the pit, the fires of hell surged out in response—for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. The two forever flowed and burned and ensured Satan was contained within, kept locked behind the gates of my forging. When Erlik, with the purest of Satan’s taint from Eve’s sin, and you, with my light inside you, collided with the two…”

      “We destroyed them?” I bleated.

      “Essentially, yes.”

      “What’s stopping Satan now?”

      “A lot of rock,” came the retort, and it was amused again. But His tone had darkened when He stated, “Fear not, this task does not rest on your shoulders.”

      It didn’t?

      Then on whose?

      “An answer that is above your pay grade, child,” God answered, making me wrinkle my nose in dismay. “Now, you smote the three children born of the purest taint of the Original Sinner, and your men used their final, seventh wish on—”

      “Wait!” I blurted out, blushing red when I realized how rude I was being. But I needed answers! “Their final seventh wish? What do you mean?”

      “Just as Derinkuyu was the portal to Hell, Caelum is the portal to Heaven. Once you left its gates, with the Tree of Knowledge inside you and guiding you, the Jannah was truly awakened. Your men had seven wishes, one apiece, and they’ve used them all. They can’t bring you back.”

      “But you can,” I replied hopefully.

      “Indeed, I can. If I grant you one last wish, what would you do with it?”

      As I thought of my men, each of them grieving me now that they knew I was dead, everything in me, heart, body, soul, longed to be back with them.

      And yet, one thing swirled to life inside me.

      God had been patient with me. Kind and forgiving when I was rude or asked a question I ought not to. Only once had His voice stirred with wrath.

      When He’d spoken of Eve.

      Adam and Eve who still lived.

      Who bore the guilt of their sin every single day of hundreds of thousands of years.

      Who lived without the love of the Father who had borne them, spawning a line that could and would destroy their other children.

      Who were destined to live a life tainted by the curse of their Father’s wrath.

      And even though I wanted to be back with my men so badly it hurt, I thought of Bartlett and Avalina. The sadness in their eyes, the way they mourned each day they lived, and I couldn’t do it.

      It hurt like a physical pain inside me, but if anyone deserved peace, it was them.

      My mouth quivered with the desire to be selfish. With the need to be with my men, but I just. Couldn’t. Do. It.

      “I-I wish you’d forgive Adam and Eve of their sins.”

      Silence fell at my words, and I had the feeling I’d struck God speechless.

      Not for long.

      “They’re the cause of all the sin among my children,” He said, the words and His tone flat.

      “So, why did you give them nine lives if you didn’t want them to redeem themselves?” I questioned, confusion lacing my words. “They have, haven’t they? There are no more Ghouls.”

      “There are no more Ghouls for now.” Before I could fret over that, God stated grimly, “I saw a day when the end was nigh, and saw a day when hope arrived. Nine lives… even I have to have faith, child.”

      My throat closed at that, but I had to speak on Adam and Eve’s behalf. He didn’t sound like He’d forgiven them, even if they’d done as He’d asked. How was that fair? “If you can forgive the others, why not them? They’re only human, aren’t they?” When it boiled down to it, beneath even the Jannah, that was my species.

      Human. Homo sapiens.

      Flaws and all.

      My words didn’t deserve an answer apparently, and this time, the anger was back in His voice as He said, “So be it.”

      I wasn’t sure what to do next. Should I open my eyes? Should I slink off and hide somewhere? I’d annoyed God, and that wasn’t something anyone survived, surely?

      Then, I heard a deep, loud sigh and a beard tickled my cheek. Deep in my ear, God whispered, “You know not what you’ve done with your wish, but I thank you for your sacrifice. Open your eyes, Eve.”

      This was it.

      I was done for.

      Blowing out a breath of my own, one so loaded with regret that I’d angered the Lord Almighty, I opened my eyes, realized that I was being jostled in someone’s arms, and saw…

      Caelum.

      I was home.
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          Twelve months later

        

      

    

    
      “Why today?”

      I shrugged as I grinned up at Eren and pressed a kiss to his nose. “It feels like a good day to have a birthday. I mean, it’s not every day someone is reincarnated, is it?”

      He snorted. “Thank God, no.” But he squeezed my hand and said, “You won’t like it. It’s not like mine. If you’d given me more notice—”

      I kissed him on the mouth this time. “Hush. It’s great. I couldn’t think of a better birthday present.”

      Reed swooped in, his sticky lips pressing to mine with an ease that came from loving someone for a long time. “I’ll give you something better later on.”

      I giggled and waggled my eyebrows. “Hubba hubba.”

      He burst out laughing, then released me so I could get a piece of the baklava from the syrup-soaked plate on the table. As I raised it to my mouth, I caught Dre’s eye and saw the storm brewing within.

      Oh, boy.

      He was in one of his moods, and that meant he usually took it out on me.

      Not like he did before, with harsh words and cruel looks.

      Nope, he fucked me. Hard. Last time, he’d broken the bed in the cheap motel we’d been staying in, but I hadn’t complained. It had felt good in a strange way, and I’d empathized.

      We had just killed the coyote who’d murdered his parents, after all.

      If ever a man deserved to be grumpy, it was on that day. Being knotted together for four hours had lightened his mood and his load.

      If you got my meaning.

      Aware he was stressed about our current mission, I blew him a kiss, then turned my attention to Samuel who was watching his parents on his laptop, a huge piece of baklava in his hands as he munched on Eren’s gift to me. Though it saddened me, I understood his need to remain connected to his family, so I switched my focus to Frazer and Stefan who were arguing over the remaining piece of cake that Eren called halva, and then a pudding that was called güllaç. Nestor had faceplanted in the halva the second Eren had brought it back with him to our digs, and that was why they were arguing over it—Nestor had eaten most of it.

      This morning, when I’d woken up, I’d decided that today was going to be the birthday I used for the rest of my life. And as a present, I wanted a table of desserts.

      Appetizer, entrée, and dessert. An all-in-one sweet lover’s smorgasbord.

      Eren had huffed and puffed, but he’d gone out and bought me my present, leaving us in the safe house we were using at the moment.

      Unlike most of the digs we stayed in, this one was quite nice, even had a private pool in its high-fenced yard. I was enjoying the privilege as it meant all my men were in various stages of undress. Because of that, it meant I could see the marks that had developed on Dre and Nestor’s pecs—we weren’t sure why their marks were different, just as we didn’t know why I’d been gifted their marks on my hands last year.

      I wasn’t about to question it, though. I loved seeing my mark on them, just as the others enjoyed seeing their marks on me because, when I’d awoken in Eren’s arms as he carried me into Caelum territory, the power surging inside me as the Tree of Knowledge was absorbed back into the portal that was the gateway to Heaven on Earth, all my other mates’ marks had been left behind.

      It was better now though, because they didn’t glow, just looked like regular ink unless I had to feed, then they’d turn bloodred. It had been strange at first, but we were used to it now. Just as we were used to the fact that I could and would slip between the seven souls inside my being as easily as flipping a switch. The eighth soul had gone, but in one day, I could feed from Nestor while butting heads with Reed’s Hell Hound.

      There was no war inside me—only peace.

      Well, until it came down to sowing the seeds of our very own brand of vengeance.

      The world hadn’t exactly improved in the days since Drekavac, Raum, and Erlik’s deaths. Humans were capable of evil as cruel as any Ghoul, after all. And in the aftermath of what the world believed to be Armageddon, it was taking a while to get things back on track.

      Caelum’s army, now without a purpose, had taken to helping governments across the globe reinstall peace among the population.

      That day in Mexico City, when I’d called on Nicholas and asked him for his help, I had set some things into motion that unsettled me to this day.

      The least of them was his first ‘fee’ for helping us.

      When I’d told him I was Jannah, he’d instantly known that I’d been in touch with his parents. He’d asked for their cellphone number and had made a wish.

      That wish?

      For him and his Chosen to find peace together.

      Pretty sweet, right?

      I hadn’t had a say in whether the latter was granted, had no idea if the wish would come to pass, but considering Janvier and Nicholas were both living at Caelum now, I figured it had. The cellphone number? I hadn’t given him it. But when I’d awoken, I’d called Avalina and had told her that Nicholas wanted to speak with her.

      Whether parents and child had contacted one another was something I didn’t know.

      Brendan, the guy who worked in the kitchens and had a serious attitude problem? He was the one who’d worked with the McAllister nest to infiltrate Caelum. Why? Because they’d kidnapped his human family and were blackmailing him—the loss they’d sustained at Aboh had prompted them to go full throttle on Caelum’s behind, and only my abilities as well as my mates’ had saved God’s Chosen territory on Earth.

      Brendan had died for his sins, but people still looked at us askance. It made it awkward for us to be back at the Academy, so while we were still underage, Nicholas had decided that it would be foolish to leave us there where we were definitely not wanted, and he sent us on the less dangerous missions.

      Of course, that didn’t mean we always listened.

      This time, he’d sent us to Turkey to help the new leader. Mohamed Aksoy had declared martial law in the country and was using it to instil his own order. Nicholas wasn’t choosy enough about who he helped, and we weren’t about to complain, not when he’d deployed us right where we’d needed to be.

      Last year, when we’d helped a local council in the Coahuila region of Mexico, we’d taken some ‘personal time’ to go and kill the coyote behind Dre’s parents’ untimely deaths.

      This time, our intention was to rid the world of Eren’s brother-in-law. The bastard who’d beaten him bloody, had made him self-harm and almost commit suicide.

      Twice.

      News that I had only learned recently. News that made me want to slice the bastard’s throat myself. And hell, maybe I would if Eren couldn’t do it. If his past came back to haunt him, I’d be there in an instant to help my Chosen out.

      Eren’s politician brother-in-law had taken advantage of the chaos his country had fallen into, had even helped that chaos along. That terrorist attack in Ankara on the day we’d dealt with Erlik? Samuel had uncovered the fact that Aksoy was behind it, and he was the despot currently in charge of Turkey. So, while Nicholas had sent us here to help Mohamed, we were going to help him… just not how Nicholas intended.

      Was it wrong?

      Maybe.

      But in this world, what was right?

      I’d been God’s hand once. I recognized His will in things I should have had no clue about, realized my memory was His gift to me. I didn’t know His plan, and while it might be said that we were doing the devil’s work, I chose to believe that these cruel people who were capable of such evil did not deserve to remain among the living.

      And every now and then, when I heard a small chuckle in my head, one that was not my own, I knew I was right.

      God was with me. Always had been, always would be. And he’d returned me to my men for a reason.

      Sure, I’d served my purpose.

      But who said a woman could have just the one?

      So, even though my hands were bloody, at the end of the day when I washed them and was embraced by the seven men who loved me, I slept with ease.

      I was sure I’d sleep even better soon because I had a feeling that when Eren took Mohamed’s life, he’d sleep like a baby too.

      And, when the day came for Nicholas to send us to America, we’d find the men who’d raped Frazer’s cousin, and I’d take great pleasure in dismantling the cult that had raised me.

      I had quite a to-do list, but unluckily for those who’d earned my wrath, I was patient.

      I could wait for my revenge.
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        Forty years later

      

      

      

      As I opened my eyes, I looked into a face I had not seen for millennia.

      Instantly, tears poured free and my throat felt thick with emotion.

      “Lord Almighty?”

      God stared at me, and His eyes were narrowed as though He were displeased with me. Though my heart skipped a beat, it was a sight I wasn’t unused to seeing. But, while millennia might have passed since last I’d beheld it, it didn’t take away my nerves.

      Upon his throne of pure gold, I stared upon my Maker’s face, feeling overwhelmed with joy and love even though He did not appear to share the sentiments.

      “I’m disappointed, Adam. You know that.”

      I gulped. “I know, Lord. I know.”

      “I doubt it.” His mouth tightened. “Do you know why you’re here today?”

      Because I didn’t, inwardly, I cringed. “To be punished again?”

      “No. To be forgiven.”

      My eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

      “To be forgiven. The final Jannah, do you know what her last request was?” He didn’t wait for an answer, instead said, “When I gave her a boon, she requested I forgive you and Eve. My first children. The most disappointing of them all.”

      Despite myself, despite His words, I had to smile. “She is a good child.”

      “Hardly a child now, not with six grandchildren of her own,” God retorted.

      I shrugged. “She is an infant to me, and still looking as though barely thirty years have passed.”

      God narrowed His eyes at me. “I can give boons as and where I choose.”

      Hiding a smile, I murmured, “Of course, your Grace.”

      He huffed, then drummed His fingers against the armrest of His throne once more. “Eve didn’t realize what she set in motion when she made that request of me. Do you? Do you know what she did?”

      “When no more Ghouls were created, when only majnūn were born without the warring of their souls? I thought your hand was at play, but I didn’t know it was related to Eve.”

      “Well, it was. She sacrificed her happiness for your forgiveness, and in doing so, I removed Lucifer’s taint from your line.” He grunted. “A selfless child but even she doubted…”

      Swallowing back the nerves, I whispered, “Sire, no matter the gifts you have granted us, we are only human. We were born to make mistakes.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” God demanded, His eyes snapping with annoyance.

      “O-Of course, my Lord, but—”

      “But nothing. This is a pointless conversation. I did as the last Jannah requested. Only my forgiving you and Eve broke the taint in the line.” He grunted. “Lucifer certainly knows how to twist my intentions and use them against me.” Another drum of His fingers against the throne. “It is time, Adam.”

      His words were boomed out, surprising me after His pensive ones of moments before. “It is, my Lord? For what?”

      “For you and Eve to be welcomed back into the Kingdom of Heaven.”

      I blinked back the tears that welled in my eyes. “Truly?”

      “Aye. Truly.”

      “Where is Eve?”

      He flicked His fingers, and suddenly, behind His throne, I saw the large golden gates of home. She was there, my Eve, waiting for me. My heart lit up at the sight of her, as it always had and always would.

      When God saw my joy, He sighed. “I did something right.”

      “My Lord?”

      “Love… before you fell, you did not love her. You loved only me.”

      “Love was born of sin?” I questioned, my voice shaking for I hadn’t known that.

      God grunted. “Aye. You were born to help her, to protect her and shelter her, but instead, you gave her what I didn’t even know she needed.” His jaw clenched. “Now, go along before I change my mind.”

      Heart full, I dropped to my knees in thanks but before I could leave, I dared ask after the children I’d never be close to, but who were born of my love for Eve: “Nicholas? My other sons…”

      “When it is their time to pass, they will be welcomed here for their services to this Kingdom,” He intoned.

      And with that, I could do no more than smile joyfully at Him, bow deeply once more in thanks after I’d jumped to my feet, and scurry over to the woman who I had loved since the earliest days of humanity.

      This feeling for her may have been born of sin, but forgiven by God, love had become the holiest of emotions, and as grateful as I was to be back in His Kingdom, nothing made me happier than the sight of the love in Eve’s eyes as she opened her arms and welcomed me home.

      Forever.
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      These past few weeks have been a whirlwind. This story came to me in a blast of inspiration, and while there are those of you who may be wondering why I’ve written it as a trilogy and not a super long standalone, the answer is…

      Time.

      Oh, and organization.

      Those who’ve joined me in my Diva reader group will know that I’m not the most organized of people, and with this trilogy? I’ve had to be. Book one has been with the editor while book two was being written, and while book three was being written? Book one was with the proofreader and book two with the editor. LOL.

      It’s been manic.

      Even as I upload book one (sneakily,) book three is still being proofread.

      So, why didn’t I do it as one standalone?

      Because to undertaken this mammoth mission of having all books in the trilogy out, all 260,000 words of it, ready to release all three links to the public on the same day, I needed time, and doing it this way enabled me to do that.

      Yes, it’s been stressful, but do you know what? It’s been worth it. This story is so kickass, and Eve was just demanding for her tale to be told, so who was I to get in the way of that? :D

      And though this is what dedications are usually for, I have to thank Jessica Rousseau and Bri Bressman from Elemental Editing and Proofreading for their patience, dedication, and hard work. I know I’ve been a nightmare. LOL. And I apologize profusely, and thank you for being my sisters from other misters, accepting I’m crazy, and loving my work as much as you do.

      I can’t forget Adina, either. The Write Wrapping is my go to cover design company, and these covers are just banging!! She’s made the ‘write wrapping’ for these badass books, and I’m grateful because, as with Jess and Bri, she was working to an immense deadline.

      To Julia for the endless support, D for putting up with my mood swings, and, as always, to Trev for bringing joy to my days.

      Where would I be without any of you?

      Serena

      <3
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      I’d love to see you in my Diva reader’s group where you can find out all the gossip on new releases as and when they happen. You can join here: www.facebook.com/groups/SerenaAkeroydsDivas. Or, you can always  PM or email me. I love to hear from you guys: serenaakeroyd@gmail.com.

      Until I see you there or you write me an email or PM, here are more of my books for you to read…

      

      The Caelum Academy

      Seven Wishes

      Eight Souls

      Nine Lives

      

      Naughty Nookie

      Sinfully Theirs

      Sinfully Mastered

      

      The Gods Are Back In Town

      Hotter than Hades

      The Sun Revolves Around Apollo

      

      Five Points, Hell’s Kitchen

      A Screwed Duet

      Screw You

      Screw Me

      Filthy Feckers

      Filthy Hot (COMING SOON)

      

      FourWinds

      Queen of the Vamps

      

      Kingdom of Veronia

      Perry & Her Princes

      Her Highness, Princess Perry

      Long Live Queen Perry

      

      QUINTESSENCE

      Charmed by Them

      Healed by Them

      Worshipped by Them

      Protected by Them

      Loved by Them

      

      QUINTESSENCE: The Sequels

      Sawyer

      Andrei

      Kurt

      Sean

      

      Anchor Pride Series

      Claimed by Caden

      McKinnon’s Mate

      

      The Corsakis

      Three’s Never A Crowd

      Old Enough to Know Better

      

      The Federation

      A Menage Made on Madison

      

      La Belle sans La Bete Series

      Menage Material

      A Thoroughly Modern Menage

      

      Forever Theirs

      

      Secrets & Lies

      

      The TriAlpha Chronicles

      Origin

      Trinity

      Triskele

      Triad

      Triumph

      Trierna

      TriAlpha

      

      Los Lobos

      The Raw Touch

      

      The Salsang Chronicles (written with Helen Scott)

      Stained Egos

      Stained Hearts

      Stained Minds

      Stained Bonds
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