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Learning my fate was the first task. 
Becoming my fate was a completely a different story.—Ari
 
 
 



 
 
 
ONE


Arianna Grace stepped on the brake much harder than she expected, and the occupants of the car all jolted against their seat belts. Arianna blushed as she put the car into park. She had officially been driving with her permit for three months now, but she still couldn’t step softly enough on the brake to keep everyone from jerking forward each time.
“Sorry about that,” she said with a giggle.
Thomas Collins scowled in the back seat, being shaken out of the book from which he was studying. Thomas’ one year stint as Arianna’s personal guard was coming to an end in less than two weeks, and he was anxious to get on with his life. Part of ‘getting on with life’ included getting his grades back up so that he could get into a good college.
“Stop apologizing,” Andrew Lucan said, flipping his dark curls out of his face. Andrew was a constant puzzle to Arianna. His rocker image, with ripped jeans and a t-shirt, was at odds with his soft-spoken manner around Arianna. “Everyone is a bit choppy when just learning to drive.” Arianna nodded, not completely reassured. Legally, Andrew was old enough, at eighteen, to be teaching her how to drive, but he was really only a year older than Arianna.
“Do you have a date for your birthday party at Gabriel’s yet?” Andrew asked as nonchalantly as he could, stretching his arms to the ceiling of the car and flexing his nicely-shaped arms. Arianna tried not to look. After the birthday party her uncle threw year ago, she already knew that there was some sort of physical attraction between her and Andrew. Since last year, she had tried her best to keep everything in the realm of friendship, because everyone she was surrounded by tended to view Andrew as the enemy.
“No, are you asking?” Arianna teased, wondering if he knew how good he looked. Arianna tried to stifle her sigh. The physical attraction was still there. Now after a year of meeting up with him, always with a guard present and thankfully never alone, she actually considered Andrew her friend as well.
“Only if you’d say yes,” he replied. Andrew looked across the movie theater parking lot that they were now sitting in. After concentrating for only a few seconds, Andrew looked back to Arianna, who refused to look in the same direction.
“You didn’t tell him that you were out with me?” Andrew asked.
“Um, no,” Arianna replied. Thomas’ head snapped up from the back seat.
“Not again,” Thomas complained quietly to himself.
“Ari, how is he ever going to trust me if you keep running around behind his back to see me?” Andrew scolded. Technically, there was no running involved, since they were driving, but Arianna didn’t think it was appropriate to add that.
“He’s never going to trust you.” Arianna wanted to elaborate as to why but had promised Devin she wouldn’t. Devin and Andrew were exact opposites in every way possible. Everything about them was at odds, the bold Andrew to the clean-cut, all-American Devin. They were two sides to a war that Arianna hoped she could end by being the head of both sides.
Arianna quickly glanced over to Devin Alexander. He looked perfectly relaxed, leaning against his car, staring down the road they drove in on. His sandy blond hair drifted perfectly over his sky blue eyes. To the outside world, he was just a teen waiting for someone, probably to meet up with at the theater. A cool, collected teen standing around on a brisk spring day in just a t-shirt and jeans—his normal attire. But Arianna knew otherwise. His arms crossed over his chest loosely, but his hands were slightly too tightly pressed against his biceps. His thoughtful, aloof look was actually masking his worried, and angry, thoughts. He seemed to be leaning against the car, but he was actually very tense, ready to spring across the parking lot in an instant.
Andrew raised an eyebrow to question Arianna, but chose to not vocalize his opinion. “You’ll be back next week for the Grace party?” Andrew asked, avoiding the subject of Devin.
“Yep, as soon as I can get away from the Randolph estate and their planned birthday party.” Arianna turned the car off.
“That will give you one more day to practice before your test?” Andrew already knew the test date, but was trying to stall her from leaving. He really did want to be her date for the Grace party, and wished she would finally take him seriously. 
“Yes, if you can help me practice just a bit more. I really want to get my license before I turn seventeen, but two days after will have to do,” Arianna complained. Everything that had happened in the last year had made it impossible for her to get any time to practice driving. She knew the theory of driving well enough from classes she had taken before she even turned sixteen, but experience was an area left untouched. She only saw her guardians Dean and Lilly a few days a week, and they were always busy with the diner they owned. The rest of the week, she was living at her rich late grandfather’s estate. There was no reason to drive anywhere with chauffeurs driving anything that had more than two wheels.
“Yes, but you must promise me that next time you’ll tell Devin.” Andrew nodded across the empty parking lot to his rival. Andrew knew that Arianna would never forgive him if he hurt Devin, and running around behind her guard’s back would eventually lead to a confrontation which he was most likely to win. 
“Why? He doesn’t tell me where he’s going, why should I tell him?” Arianna was always stuck between Devin and Andrew. Both cared for her greatly, but neither really trusted the other.
“Ari.” Andrew sighed. “I need you to behave. Devin will never trust me if you insist on sneaking around like this.” Andrew tried to reiterate his position in that she needed to tell Devin about her meetings with him. Andrew was a night human, baku to be exact, and Devin was not. Trust was hard to come by, being that a baku night human killed Devin’s family when he was a kid. Andrew knew this much, but was unaware of the extent of the hate Devin had for Andrew particularly.
“And what do you need his trust for?” In the baku community, Andrew ranked just below Arianna and her uncle Gabriel. Andrew didn’t reply, so Arianna changed the subject. “The answer to your question about being my date is yes.” Andrew still didn’t reply, but she felt the happiness behind his scowl. “Then I’ll see you next week?” Arianna asked awkwardly, knowing exactly what he was feeling but pretending not to. On her previous birthday, Arianna became a night human, a very special night human. While night humans were classified into four distinct races, Arianna was a mixture of two and was the only one like that who existed. One of her many new powers included feeling what everyone around her felt.
“Yes, same time, same place,” Andrew added. He reached across the seat before she could open the door and slightly touched her face. She was getting used to the surge of emotion she felt at the touch of skin in general, but his was always stronger than most. 
Arianna wanted to break eye contact, but in doing so, he would just send even more feelings her way. Arianna reached up and touched his hand. He smiled at the reactions that he read from her, knowing that his need of her was reciprocated. The pull of Andrew was like a magnet.
Arianna opened the door and stepped out of the vehicle. Closing the door, she turned to begin her trek across the parking lot to the person waiting for her. Thomas followed Arianna, not waiting to get between them as they began to communicate with their eyes only. Even without the ability to read emotions like the baku night humans, Thomas knew that Devin was angry with Arianna and she was with him. Devin remained casually leaning against the car, now staring at Andrew as he drove away.
“Next time, tell me before you change your plans,” Devin said, opening the back door of the car for Arianna.
“You’re not my parent,” Arianna argued, not getting into the car. Arianna’s parents were dead for crossing the line between the races of night humans. One had been baku and other dearg-dul. Their union created Arianna, who was a mixture of both.
“How am I supposed to keep you safe if you don’t listen to me?” Devin gripped the car door to keep from moving forward.
“If you haven’t noticed by now, I can keep myself safe,” Arianna complained. Devin stood, holding the door open for her. Thomas waited behind, not moving until Arianna did. Arianna sighed as she got no response from Devin and slid into the seat.
“Can’t you just let me protect you?” Devin asked, exasperated by his attempts to keep her safe, which she kept ignoring. Thomas slid into the seat beside Arianna.
“And what would you’ve said if I told you I was going to go driving with Andrew?” Arianna asked, already knowing his reply.
“Absolutely not. He isn’t safe, and we both know that.” Devin started the ignition. “Baku cannot be trusted, and that family is especially unsafe.”
“That’s where you’re wrong,” Arianna replied. “His uncle isn’t safe, but Andrew is. He would protect me with his life if he needed to.” Devin sighed. They’d had this same argument the week before, and possibly the week before that as well. Arianna opened the door before Devin moved the car out of park. “I’ve changed my mind. I don’t think I need a ride home after all.” Arianna raced from the car, across the parking lot, to the bus pulling up to the bus shelter. Thomas was close behind, sans his books.
Arianna climbed onto the bus, and found a seat located at the back. Thomas hesitantly stood nearby, wondering if he should sit beside her or not. Thomas was in the position of being her bodyguard, not by choice, but to work off a life debt owed Arianna’s uncle. Arianna smiled up at him.
“I won’t bite,” she said. This was her usual comment when he wouldn’t come near her. Tengu weren’t very trusting of dearg-dul, and since Arianna was part dearg-dul, he always hesitated with her. “At least not without asking first.” She grinned at him. Thomas sat beside her. He had watched her for a year, and knew that was true. He just couldn’t stop the basic instincts that every tengu had around dearg-dul.
“I wish he saw Andrew the way I do,” Arianna added, staring off to the street as the sky began to dim and street lights turned on. Arianna felt both Devin and Andrew turned around to follow the bus. Running away was never really an option when she was the sun that everyone gravitated to. Arianna really needed girl time with her friends, but again, they were too busy with their normal day human lives. Thomas would have to do as the only neutral person on her team she could talk to about everything.
“You know, he’ll never let you be alone with him, so why do you keep pushing his buttons on this?” Thomas asked. Thomas actually sided more with Andrew than Devin, but since his job was to follow Devin’s orders, he had to go with Devin on this issue. “I think Devin could be persuaded to let you be near Andrew if you had more guards and not me. You could’ve had someone else come with us.”
“Like who? They all kind of hate Andrew,” Arianna replied.
“Turner seems to be able to control himself around him,” Thomas added.
“Yeah, but the two of them in one car is way too much for me.” Turner and Andrew had both made their intentions for her affections obviously clear. “Have you ever been crushed by love? And jealous love at that?” Thomas laughed. Arianna smiled at the sound. Thomas was serious most of the time, and his laugh was something Arianna never grew tired of.
“So your stint as my protector is almost done. One more week, and you’re free. What’s next?” Arianna asked trying to change the subject to calm herself.
“Fixing my grades. I think I need to get extra credit in every single class,” Thomas replied, pushing up his wire-rimmed glasses to stare out the window with her. He had slacked on all his subjects in school for the past year.
“Sorry about that. I bet spending half the week away didn’t help much,” Arianna replied.
“Nah, it was fun,” he added. “I just found it was easier to slack since the dog was setting such a good example for me.” Thomas had found his year of indentured servitude fun, though he would only admit that to Arianna.
“You always blame Turner for everything.” Arianna sounded just like a mother scolding a child.
“Well he’s almost always at fault,” Thomas added. Arianna couldn’t disagree. Turner brought trouble everywhere he went, and slacking off school work was his style. “Let me restate that—not almost. I actually think he’s at fault every single time I can remember.” Arianna laughed. The war between Turner and Thomas was more personal than just the difference in their night human forms. Lycan and tengu never got along. It was why they each sided with the baku and dearg-dul, who also didn’t get along. Arianna figured the dislike came from the food source. Baku and dearg-dul needed blood to survive and thus were in constant competition for day humans while tengu and lycan could use blood, but preferred meat to survive, and thus were also always in competition for food.
“And after high school?” Arianna turned the conversation back to Thomas’ nearing departure from her security detail. “Once you get away from this crazy life, what will you do?” Arianna asked. Thomas heard a slight hint of jealously in her question. Getting away wasn’t an option for her. She was born into her life, and she couldn’t change her destiny if she tried. Her grandfather had been the head of a family of dearg-dul, and she was the sole heir. The baku based their leadership on strength, and she was the head there by being twice as powerful as the baku next in line. 
“It will be college. I’ve already been accepted into three colleges, just not my favorite. The eventual plan is for med school, actually,” Thomas replied. Arianna turned back, shocked to hear the answer. “What? I don’t seem like the doctor type to you?”
“Not really,” Arianna replied. The bus reached their stop, and Arianna led the way off. “More the mad scientist type.” Thomas pretended to be hurt, but that just made Arianna laugh more. Arianna stopped laughing before they crossed the street.
Turner Winter was standing outside the diner run by Arianna’s aunt and uncle. Arianna indicated for Thomas to be quiet. She walked quietly behind Turner and jumped onto his back. Turner laughed as he caught her in mid-jump and twirled her upside down. Arianna slid out of his grasp and twisted to land on her feet. Turner swept her back up and locked her in his arms. It had become a game to practice sneaking up on Turner. He had the best senses out of anyone in her protection unit, and if she could beat him, then she would be able to sneak up on anyone.
“You thought you’d get a jump on me?” Turner asked. He slid his arms around her waist and nuzzled his face into her hair. Thomas moved around the display of affection and walked into the diner. Turner held her hand as she slid to the ground. He began to lead the way into the diner, but Arianna stopped him. Things between Arianna and Turner had moved more toward best friends than boyfriend mode over the past year. It wasn’t that Arianna still didn’t adore Turner and his freedom, but she just didn’t feel for him the same way she felt for Devin. Turner, as always, never pressured her for anything more.
“Um, maybe a walk?” Arianna asked, sensing Devin parking the car behind the diner. Devin walked into view, and Arianna looked away.
“Sure,” Turner replied. “Bird brain, we’re going out for a walk.” Thomas stopped mid stride and turned back around. Turner ignored Devin as well, but already had his approval. Devin trusted Turner, just not Andrew.
Turner held Arianna’s hand as they began to stroll down the sidewalk. Thomas was half a block behind them as extra security. Nothing needed to be said as they walked. Turner felt the tension rippling off Arianna from dealing with Devin. Arianna smiled up at Turner and laid her head on his shoulder. He never questioned her judgment, no matter if he agreed or disagreed with her. Turner was the only one that understood her need to be free. Arianna reached up to put her arm around him. She paused and tried to sense the people around her again. It was only slight, but she smelled a new scent coming from somewhere behind them. They were being followed, and she didn’t know by whom.



 
 
 
TWO


Turner sensed her slight hesitation, and wrapped his arms tighter around her. Arianna relaxed a little with her hand on Turner’s back, and she signaled to Thomas to back up further. Thomas paused by the bus stop and pretended to wait. Arianna took Turner’s hand, and they continued to walk to the nearby park. Soon, two people slowly walked behind them: a rather short guy with dark spiky hair and a bleach-blonde who was taller than the guy. They were close enough to sense, but oddly Arianna still couldn’t tell what they were. Turner slipped a protective arm around Arianna’s shoulder, which would be interpreted by anyone else as a display of affection.
“You ran off without telling Devin again?” Turner asked, while concentrating on the people behind them.
‘I can’t tell what they are; they don’t even seem like any type of night human I know,’ Arianna said in her head, projecting her thoughts to Turner.
“I wouldn’t say ran off. I did go to the theater. I just happened to meet Andrew there,” Arianna replied. Turner tried to suppress the small growl that slipped out at the mention of Andrew. The two people backed slightly away, misinterpreting his growl.
“You know you can’t be alone with him,” Turner brought his reaction back under control. “He isn’t safe.”
“He’s as safe as you or Devin,” Arianna replied. “Besides, I wasn’t alone. Thomas was with us.”
“And Thomas is on his side,” Turner added. Thomas coughed his displeasure at the bus stop, now over a block away. Thomas had excellent hearing. The guy and girl following them didn’t hear or pay attention to Thomas.
‘Neither can I. If you hadn’t been hesitant, I don’t know if I’d have sensed them at all. They seem close to baku and dearg-dul, but not completely,’ Turner replied.
“You know someone your size needs protecting,” Turner commented, exaggerating his height to make a point.
“I don’t need protection,” Arianna complained. “At least not from Andrew.” All the dominant testosterone drove her nuts. It was hard enough to be caught between them all the time, but the excessive competition was crazy.
‘They’re stalking us,’ Arianna commented, not turning around. She felt the followers behind her. Because she was the first female baku on record, Arianna assumed that the girl must be a dearg-dul, but the girl was just a bit different than what Arianna would call a dearg-dul. Arianna couldn’t sense a physical difference, but the girl’s scent was just off somehow.
“You know, I’m running out of short jokes.” Turner tried to lighten the mood to keep the people behind them guessing. Arianna pulled away from him and punched him lightly in the gut before crossing her arms in protest.
‘This is exactly what Gabriel was talking about. We need to take them back unharmed and alive. Something is really off with them.’ Arianna continued her pout while they walked.
‘They almost smell like you.’ Thomas referred to the mixture of night humans that Arianna was.
“I’m not finished growing,” Arianna complained. Turner was an excellent tactician. She knew where he wanted this conversation to go. “But if I wanted, I could be as tall as you.” Arianna changed from day to night human form. She grew almost eight inches in height. Now she was only slightly shorter than Turner. Turner smiled as she understood his jab at her height.
“But I’m still taller,” he added, changing instantly to his night human form also. He was now still a head taller than her. Fur covered much of his body and long, sharp claws protruded at the end of each finger. He was an excellent fighter. Those claws could be deadly when he needed them to be.
“Not fair,” Arianna complained, and Turner swooped her off her feet and into his arms, retracting his claws to be safe. The normally overwhelming feeling of love that pulled Arianna to Turner was subdued by his concentration. “Put me down.” She playfully hit his chest. Turner nuzzled his furry face to hers to make her squirm.
‘We can’t strike first,’ Arianna complained. ‘Devin and Molina are on their way but want us to wait.’
“What’s the magic word?” Turner rubbed his furry face against her cheek.
“Now?” Arianna guessed. Turner laughed and put her down. He really did have to follow her command, even if he didn’t like to follow rules. Arianna slid to the ground and pretended to pout. Turner then dramatically dropped to his knees and bowed before her.
“Oh, all powerful leader, I am sorry to have offended you.” Turner picked up her hand to kiss it. Arianna smiled at his display and his ever-growing plan. With her hand near his mouth, he could take blood from her discreetly so that he was powerful enough to fight anyone. Her team, with the exception of Devin, had grown used to using her blood when fighting to protect her. With a power-up from her blood, her guards and keepers could defend her against anyone, keeping her completely safe.
‘So, you want the girl or the guy?’ Turner asked. Turner jumped up, swooping Arianna into his arms to carry her to the park. He wanted to keep in the moment with her in his arms, but the strangers behind them were waiting.
‘The baku,’ Arianna replied, still trying to sense which one was the baku. Arianna guessed the male had to be. ‘We don’t need a repeat of our exercises with Gabriel.’ The previous week Gabriel had taught Arianna how baku could make someone fall asleep with just a tap to the back. Turner, being the smart-aleck he was most of the time, said that it wouldn’t work on him. Gabriel proved otherwise.
‘Hey, good way to ruin a man’s self-confidence.’ Turner set her down finally.
‘Stay back,’ Arianna commanded of Thomas when he made to move. ‘We don’t know where they came from or if there are more.’
Arianna didn’t hesitate as the two people behind them suddenly charged them. In a blink of an eye, Arianna was behind the male, pressing down expertly on his shoulder. He slumped to the ground instantly. Gabriel had been smart to show her that move so recently. Arianna turned to find Turner exchanging blows and slowly winning over the girl as well. He was trying to not hurt her, but the girl fought ferociously. Arianna heard a crack as he landed another blow. The girl fell to the ground and hit her head, leaving her body limp.
“I said not to hurt them,” Arianna complained as she approached the girl, and Turner stood over the now unconscious boy. Turner dragged the body of the boy over next to her. Arianna picked up the girls arm. Something was extremely off with her. Arianna was the only hybrid night human that ever existed. Now it seemed like there were more.
“I wasn’t trying,” Turner replied. “I’m just still not used to your blood.” Arianna’s unique blood was ten times more powerful than even the strongest night humans. Turner had used her blood several times in the past, but he still couldn’t control the great increase of his own strength due to drinking it.
“Devin is on his way with Molina, so we need to just wait,” she said quietly, still studying the two unconscious bodies. Arianna walked over to the boy and looked at him. He had to be a baku for sure, but not one of her clan. Arianna had yet to meet the other clans. Between running the Randolph clan of dearg-dul and the baku Grace clan, she had little free time to do anything else. And when she did get a moment or two, Gabriel was always there, trying to train her further for a moment like this.
“What do you think they are?” Arianna asked, looking down at the two people. She stared hard at them, but nothing distinguished where they came from. The girl’s bleach-blond hair was noticeable, but not associated with a specific location. The guy was just average in height and coloring. Nothing on their clothing placed them from a particular area or clan.
“She smells more dearg-dul than anything. Yet there’s another scent on her,” Turner explained, leaning down over the girl. He had more knowledge of the night human world because, unlike Arianna, he was raised in it. He looked over the girl first. Something seemed odd about her blond hair, but he couldn’t place it. Next, he moved over to the guy.
“Maybe she’s been hanging out with this guy too much,” Arianna suggested. “Maybe my existence is really changing everything. More night humans getting along...” 
It was a stretch to think that night humans could get along. They’d been fighting for hundreds of years, and her birth didn’t change a thing. Both sides targeted her parents to kill her mother before Arianna was even born. They couldn’t even say for sure who killed her father just before her fifth birthday. The only way to keep her safe was to put her with Lilly and Dean, her mother’s best friend who had recently lost a child. They kept her hidden and away from prying eyes for almost eleven years, until Arianna turned into a dearg-dul on her sixteenth birthday like all other dearg-duls had.
“No, it isn’t his scent.” Turner confirmed Arianna’s suspicion with his excellent lycanthrope sense of smell. Turner stared harder at the girl. He reached down to pick up her arm and froze. Over forty people appeared out of nowhere and encircled Arianna and Turner along with the two unconscious forms at their feet.
“I wouldn’t touch them if you want to keep your arm,” an older, gray-haired man said, stepping from the group.
Arianna turned slowly to view all the people. They ranged from as young as herself to as old as her great uncle Gabriel. The youngest of the group stared hard at her with his dark eyes, studying her intently. Arianna’s blue eyes seemed to mesmerize everyone standing around them, but he was especially hooked. Beyond the immense curiosity, Arianna felt the hatred burning inside each person. The hate wasn’t directed at her, but at Turner beside her. Each person there seemed to want to claim Arianna for their own. The oldest of the group waited for a response from Turner. The crowd was made up entirely of night humans, but they were all different kinds. Arianna looked around one more time before turning back to Turner.
“And you’d be threatening us, why?” Turner asked the older man. “If I remember correctly, they attacked us.” Arianna reached behind Turner and into his back pocket. She pressed the button of the locator as Turner waited for a response. Even being outnumbered, Turner smiled at the motion. Devin and Molina were already on their way, but now they would hurry.
The man smiled, causing crinkles at the corners of his eyes. He wanted to move closer and touch Arianna, but the response it would provoke from her keeper next to her kept him away. “It was a simple misunderstanding. And since I can see they caused no harm, I’ll take them back to our clan and decide the punishment.”
‘Forty-two night humans,’ she replied. A puff of dust flitted into the air as Thomas landed beside her. Thomas moved his large black wings near to protect Arianna’s back as he stood beside her. Arianna grabbed his arm and connected to his blood. Her ability to talk through blood only extended to those she had drank the blood of. Thomas wasn’t one of them.
‘Options?’ Turner asked. He had also scanned the crowd. It would still be a few minutes before Molina and the others arrived.
‘I can take Arianna out of here through the sky,’ Thomas suggested.
‘I can’t be sure if anyone is a tengu; their scent is all messed up,’ Arianna replied, still unsure of what to do. ‘That’s a chance we shouldn’t take right now. You could easily get away from any of them alone, but with my extra weight, it might not be possible. And we can’t leave Turner alone.’
Thomas snorted, and Turner didn’t even turn to glare at him. Thomas and Turner’s dislike of each other went beyond their night human forms. Thomas was the typical studious, never-do-wrong student and Turner never followed a rule in his life. Everything about the two boys conflicted, and it was hard to keep them from fighting about everything. After a year, they still bickered all the time, but it was more like an old married couple.
‘Yes. You can, and you will. Your safety is our top priority,’ Turner replied, and Thomas nodded. They never could get along unless the topic was Arianna’s safety.
‘But we don’t know if it’s safe to whisk me away. Right now just keep them talking. Molina should only take another thirty seconds or so.’ Molina was the head of Arianna’s security team. She was the best dearg-dul when it came to protection and was never far behind Arianna ever. Turner looked back to the older man to continue their conversation.
“I don’t know if I’d say no harm. First off, they are trespassing. These grounds belong to Lady Randolph. We’re within our right to detain and question any night human that has not previously asked for permission to be here,” Turner explained.
“I believe we have permission,” the man replied. 
“From whom?” Arianna asked, pausing from her search for Devin and Molina.
“Lord Seeger was to arrange for our visit here,” the man replied with a slight bow to Arianna.
“You need more than just the permission of Lord Seeger and the council to show up here,” Arianna replied, and the man’s eyes quickly flashed across the crowd to another person. The young man gave a slight shake of his head no. Arianna recognized the boy. He had a slight familiarity to him that she couldn’t place. “And I see there was no permission from the Grace clan. Thus, they were trespassing.”
“I believe we’re on neutral ground here,” the older man replied.
“This land is jointly run by the Randolph and Grace families. There’s no more neutral land between the two clans as each are free to go anywhere within both clan’s boundaries,” Turner explained. The man’s smile faltered as he took in the knowledge.
“The rumor is true?” he asked quietly.
“Did you think Seeger was lying?” Thomas replied though the question wasn’t meant for him. “It has been this way for a year now. You could at least use secondary sources.” Thomas would be the one to complain that someone attacking them didn’t do enough of a background check before attacking. Thomas followed the rules and lived by them.
“That was just the first offense,” Turner continued. “Second, we do not allow unprovoked attacks here on any kind of night human. Offenders have the right to defend their actions before the Lady Randolph. But they need to wake first.” Turner pointed to the two people lying still unconscious on the ground. Turner bent down to touch the teenager lying at his feet in an attempt to wake him.
“That’s not advisable,” the man said just before Thomas instantly surrounded Arianna with his wings while Turner threw his arm out. One dart hit Turner’s arm while two more hit Thomas, all intended for Arianna. Turner took the dart from his arm and flung it accurately at the assailant in the group. Reaching over he grabbed the two stuck in Thomas’ wing and randomly threw them to hit two more people in the crowd. Turner, while slightly stunned from the dart, still stood to protect Arianna. Thomas, taking double the dose, leaned into her. 
The man smiled, and his fangs grew while his eyes muddied to a brownish color. He was a night human and that he was the leader of the group was evident as his power started to seep out. He was still no match for Arianna, but now both her guards were injured. Arianna strained a smile in return. It would be a game of chicken: who had the most power and who would move first.
‘Get here quick,’ she sent a message to her guards and Gabriel. ‘Turner and Thomas are barely hanging on’ Arianna heard Devin and Molina coming from not too far away. Gabriel was further away but running at full speed.
“It seems you have to make a choice,” the man took a step forward as Thomas slumped to the ground leaning against Arianna.
“Sorry,” he mumbled as his eyes shut. Arianna felt the pain ripple off Thomas. Whatever was in those darts was effective.
“You can either protect your friends,” the man waved to Turner, who was now bracing himself against Arianna, also trying to make a good show of strength that was slowly fading.
‘I can hold on longer,’ Turner told Arianna. ‘Your blood will eat through the drug quickly. I’ll just be a bit weaker than we want at this point.’ He laid his head on her shoulder as it began to ache.
“Or, you can protect the two at your feet. Either way, we’re not leaving without taking two people back with us.” The man slowly took another step forward. Arianna looked at Thomas, whom she was completely supporting in a sitting position on the ground, and to Turner who was fighting to stay awake. Devin was still too far away to be helpful yet. The man tentatively reached down and took the girl to pass on to someone next to him. Next he reached for the boy.
Devin’s first punch landed on an unsuspecting person on the outside of the ring of supporters. The leader hesitated as he heard the crack of Devin’s fist against several people.
‘Sorry,’ Arianna said to Turner as she let him slide to the ground next to Thomas.
Reaching forward, she lunged at the man who had refocused his attention to quickly grab the boy before Devin made it any further. Arianna’s long nails missed the boy, but caught the man’s arm as he hurriedly retreated with his companions in tow. Arianna committed the blood to memory. This man was an enemy. Molina was right behind Devin, fighting their way into the circle. Swiftly after the lead man left, the forty-two night humans began to also leave, just as quietly as they came. 



 
 
 
THREE


“Man, that leaves quite a headache,” Turner complained, as he sat at the diner with Arianna and Thomas. Thomas nodded in agreement. Turner sat next to Arianna in the newly rebuilt diner. After last year when it was blown up, it was rebuilt to better than new condition. The squeaky red vinyl seats looked like the old ones, but shinier. The new color theme added a touch of black to the red and white décor. The diner owned by Arianna’s guardians had always been a bit run-down, now it only looked old in a retro way. 
“I could give you a little more blood,” Arianna offered. “Maybe it would help make it go away faster.”
“No, I think that’s what’s causing the headache,” Molina said, sitting down beside Thomas. “Mori analyzed what was found left over in Thomas’ blood, and it was a drug specifically designed for your blood. It’s twice as effective when he has your blood in him.”
“Someone is making drugs based on my blood?” Arianna was a bit alarmed. “When did they get hold of my blood?”
“Not your blood,” Devin added, seeming to still be mad from earlier. He sat in the booth behind Thomas and Molina with his back to the four of them. He didn’t even turn around to talk to them. Arianna didn’t need her sensitive baku night human form to pick up the slight anger he was still radiating.
“They designed the drug for both dearg-dul and baku blood, and put it together, as if they knew they would be shooting someone who had both blood in their veins,” Molina replied when Devin didn’t continue. 
“Like the girl? I think she had baku blood in her,” Arianna added, alarmed that someone would target her. What would have happened if she’d gotten the triple dose? The double dose dropped Thomas in less than a minute.
“Like you, but not specifically you,” Molina replied
“Thank goodness,” Arianna replied, relaxing into Turner’s arm. “Here I was thinking someone was actually spending time researching me.”
“They are, and we are,” Devin replied, standing up and finally facing the table. “Everyone is researching you. Why don’t you seem to understand the danger you’re always in?” Arianna was thankful the diner was empty.
“What do you mean, we are?” Arianna questioned. It had been almost a year since she learned of this new world of night humans, yet there was so much she still didn’t understand.
Molina gave one harsh look to Devin who threw his hands in the air and walked away, only to return to his seat after a moment and ignore them as they talked. 
“We’re researching your blood to see how to use the healing properties,” Molina explained. “What you did last year with only a few drops of blood was miraculous. If we can harness that trait, you can’t imagine how much suffering could be eased.”
“And everyone wants to know why I can be both dearg-dul and baku at once,” Arianna added, more quietly for herself, but Molina heard. She didn’t deny the accusation. Since Arianna had discovered her true self, that had been the same question everyone had wondered. 
“Who authorized it?” Arianna asked. In her new role as the head of the Randolph estate and family, she was actually in control of their clan. 
“You did,” Molina replied.
Arianna thought of the hundreds of documents she had signed over the past year. Anyone of them could be the authorization she was talking about. Arianna would scan the documents, but since there were more each day, she never really read completely through all of them.
“But you didn’t know.” Molina added as a statement more than a question.
“No,” Arianna replied. Arianna had trusted that Devin had read over everything before she signed it. He spent hours each night making sure each form was thoroughly examined. Arianna wanted to ask more, but the bell chimed to indicate some customers arriving.
“The leader said he had the clan’s approval to be here,” Turner said, changing the subject.
“No outsider has approval to be here,” Devin replied, still not looking up. “I’ll double check the files online. It might be that he was just using Seeger’s name, or that Seeger lied to him.”
Arianna stood abruptly and stared at Devin, who was back reading his stack of papers at the diner counter now. He didn’t comment even though she was staring at him. Arianna turned next to Turner, who knew just as much as Devin most of the time. He stared down at his hands, confirming that they both knew what she was not asking. Arianna huffed, trying to keep her anger in check and not accidentally change forms while other people were seated across the diner. Arianna quickly ran back through the diner kitchen. Turner stood to follow, but Devin stopped him.
Arianna began to climb the stairs behind the diner up to the apartment she lived in half the week with Aunt Lilly and Uncle Dean. The two most trusted people Arianna had, both agreed to let the lab do research on her like a test animal. Arianna felt tears building up inside her. Stopping on the last landing, Arianna changed her mind and hurried back down the stairs. The cool wind hit her face as she burst out the back door, gulping for air. She needed more air.
Her shoes glided softly over the pavement as she began to run. She hadn’t intended to go anywhere in particular, just somewhere away from the constant people following her. Running seemed like the best option if she wanted to lose anyone that would follow her. Before she’d changed, Arianna hadn’t been good at many physical activities. It wasn’t that she was uncoordinated; it was just that she lacked the motivation to do anything related to sports. Now, though, there wasn’t much that she couldn’t do. Her feet continued to pound against the asphalt as she slowed her pace through an orderly neighborhood. She began to walk as she neared a day human walking a dog. It was normal here. Everywhere she could feel, it was all day humans. A mom was across the street opening her front door with a bag full of groceries on one hip and a child on the other. In front of Arianna a man and his dog, who jogged faithfully beside him. Behind another house, she heard children laughing. It was normal. She was not.
Arianna didn’t hesitate at the white picket fence. She walked around to the backdoor of the house and reached above the door for the spare key. Pressing it into the lock, she hesitated. Thomas was near-by. He was the only one who could keep up with her a little bit when she ran, if he took to the air. His wings shifted in the air, but he made no move to come closer. Arianna unlocked the door and walked into the home her father had left for her. Outside, Thomas landed, but stayed in the backyard.
Arianna went upstairs to her parents’ bedroom. There was a faint, lasting scent of her father. Arianna walked over to the pictures on the dresser and smiled. The only photo of her family, taken before her mother died, was sitting in a frame, faded from the years. Arianna lightly touched the picture. Did they know they were creating a monster? She gently touched her mother’s face. Why did they have to go away? Arianna’s parents had both been murdered when she was a child: her mother for bringing her to life, and her father for protecting her. A car door slamming shut outside told her the others had caught up to her. Several people surrounded the building. Her guard was punctual, as usual. Arianna walked down the hallway to the playroom and sat down on the couch.
“It’s your job to scold me and take me back to my aunt’s place?” Arianna asked Thomas as he entered. He was the only one she would even talk to at this point, and her guards all knew that.
“Seems so,” he said, sitting down in one of the oversized, plush chairs.
“And what if I say no?” Arianna added.
“Not much I can do about that,” he replied, closing his eyes and leaning back. He was good at ignoring the orders coming from either dearg-dul or lycan. “Just please give me at least ten minutes for a nap before you decide to go running off somewhere else.”
Arianna felt the tension rubbing off him. “Are you feeling okay?”
“Don’t tell the mutt, but he’s right. I don’t know if I’ll voluntarily take a dart for you again. Ugh.” He didn’t move or open his eyes as he talked. “It’s worse than he was describing.”
“Sorry about that,” Arianna replied quietly.
Thomas bolted up. “No, I didn’t mean that.” He tried to cover up his words. “Really. I’m just a bit tired, and my head’s pounding. That’s all.” Arianna nodded, a little relieved. Thomas saw that she wasn’t completely convinced. 
“I’d prefer to stay here a bit,” Arianna added. Thomas nodded and went back to resting. Arianna didn’t want to disturb him as she sat, quietly staring outside at the sky through the old window.
“They just want to be prepared to keep you safe,” Thomas said, while not opening his eyes.
“That’s what they always say.”
“And it’s true. Your blood healed everyone so easily.” Thomas opened his eyes to see if she was paying attention. She was still staring outside. “If your blood can heal everyone that means you’re the strongest. But what we don’t know is, if you get hurt, is there any blood strong enough to heal you.”
“What do you mean?” Arianna finally turned back to Thomas.
“When one of our kind gets seriously hurt, there are only two options. One, find a stronger night human and give some blood to the one who’s hurt. Or, two, put them out of their misery.” Arianna’s mouth dropped.
“I’ve never seen that done before,” Arianna replied.
“You’ve only been a night human for one year.” Thomas paused. “I’ve seen it done on multiple occasions. The stronger only share with those they choose to share with. So, poorer night humans have to pledge allegiance to those stronger to stay safe. Even then you’re not completely safe.” Thomas spoke from experience.
“Is that why your parents offered your sister as my sacrifice last year?” Arianna asked the question she had been dying to ask for some time. When Arianna changed into a baku the previous year, she had a sacrifice waiting to fulfill the blood rite of the ceremony. The child was Thomas’ little sister.
Thomas opened his eyes and considered his answer before speaking. “Your uncle is a fair man, but sometimes people would just prefer to be free. My kind is especially known for wanting to be free. Must come with the wings.” Thomas, in his night human form, always felt free. Arianna preferred not to have Thomas fly her around as it was terrifying, but she could feel his freedom even from the ground. “But when you’re free of bonds, there’s no protection.” Thomas closed his eyes and lay back down. Arianna still didn’t get a straight answer, but she didn’t push the subject.
“I was ten when Sara was born. She was actually born as a sacrifice because of my stupidity. I had been out with my friends. We were having fun, flying around and racing. We began a competition that now sounds so stupid.” Thomas rubbed his forehead. “There was this especially witchy lady that lived on our street. She had an immaculate lawn and garden and would spend hours daily picking weeds. She loved her garden, and hated us kids. Every time something went bad, she blamed us for it.” Arianna raised her eyebrows and Thomas smirked. “Well, I guess, okay. We mostly caused all the bad stuff. But not that time. She had got us all grounded for two weeks for something we didn’t even do. So, we began a stupid game. We’d start up on her house and dive down to pull her hair and then fly away. The goal was to get close enough to do so without getting caught. My friends all tried, and no one was brave enough to go close enough to her. We weren’t that good at flying. I figured they were all just scared of her. I decided that I’d be the one to do it. Well, let me tell you, you shouldn’t dive down at someone that’s squatting on the ground. Long story short, I ended up hitting the ground at full force, never having the chance to change my direction. I should have died, but your uncle saved me. With his blood I was able to heal over a two-week period. I’ve had no side effects from it. What he required in turn was my parents’ devotion to him, and another child that he wanted to use as a new member sacrifice. My parents then had Sara.”
“She was born only to be fed to someone?” Arianna was still not used to the night human world.
“She was born to be fed to you. Your uncle knew you’d need strong blood to turn, and he needed more than a day human. We don’t look kindly upon sacrificing night humans for the change. This way he had what he needed, and my parents couldn’t protest. To save me, they would have to sacrifice her.” Thomas laid back and closed his eyes. Arianna returned to staring outside. “There’s still so much about this world you don’t know.” 
“Then why doesn’t anyone tell me?” Arianna tried not to whine, but it came out that way anyway.
“Devin is doing his best, and, as much as it hurts me to defend him, so is Turner. They’re afraid for you. You’re not safe, and may never be, until you fulfill the legend.” Thomas didn’t move as he spoke.
“And why doesn’t anyone tell me how to do that?”
“You need five keepers before you can even think about doing that,” Devin said, appearing from the shadows. Thomas didn’t even stir from the couch. “You don’t need to know more of what needs to be done until you get those five people pledged to you. You only have Turner. One doesn’t mean a thing until you find four more. Can we go home now?”



 
 
 
FOUR


Arianna stared out the glass window of the plane as they descended into her own private airport. It technically wasn’t her airport, but that of the Randolph estate. Being the sole heir made it hers by default, but over the years it had been a way for night humans to avoid commercial airlines, and the temptation of being locked in a space with access to tons of day human blood. In such a situation, newly turned would have a hard time sitting still if their blood supply was used up. Arianna was thankful to be past that stage of her new life. Now, being fully night human, she could change at will and use as little blood as possible to perform night human tasks. She could last weeks or longer without needing blood.
“We will have only a few hours before the celebration begins,” Molina said, as she stood next to Arianna.
Arianna followed Molina out of the plane to the waiting car. She still hadn’t talked to Devin or Turner. Thomas was right in that they only wanted to protect her, but Arianna wanted at least some choice in the decision. Being a science experiment was never part of her plans.
“Who will be your escort to the Randolph party since we already know who will be escorting you to the Grace party?” Molina asked, sitting inside the limo as it took its short trek to the manor. Molina was nice enough to not mention Andrew’s name. The clans got along much better now, but they still wanted to honor her birthday in their own ways.
“Thomas,” Arianna replied, staring outside at the passing scenery. 
Arianna didn’t look around the car but felt the change in moods. Turner was pissed off at her choice. He was the prime candidate for her date, as he had already pledged himself to becoming her keeper, but he was never her only choice. She could show up with Devin just as easily. Devin’s emotions didn’t change, but that was due to years of practice. Arianna checked so see if she could find a small chink in his emotional armor. It wasn’t there. Annoying as it was, Devin was true to his word. To the outside world, he would only ever be her bodyguard.
Arianna did her part and got ready in record time. Parties weren’t something she liked, but life as the head of the Randolph clan required it. In the past year, she had already attended at least two dozen parties in her honor and other people’s honor. Everyone wanted the same thing: to bask in the presence of the girl that was now the head of the clan. For some, it was the glory and awe of being able to see her, for others, it was to watch and assess her growth, and yet others sat and looked for her weaknesses. All the higher-up people in the dearg-dul community would be attending. Arianna didn’t wish to see any of them, but tradition dictated protocol.
Arianna went through the motions of welcoming all to the party. She acted surprised when they brought out a cake and sang to her, and graciously thanked everyone for attending. As boring as the parties normally were, her birthday celebration was especially stifling. Formal announcements and decrees of fidelity to their leader filled the time, and Arianna blanked out listening to them. The only entertainment that even brought a slight real smile to her face was Thomas. He was holding up especially well for all the hateful glares, but he was still more uncomfortable than she was.
“And this is why you chose to not bring Turner?” he asked quietly for her ears only. “You wanted some form of amusement.”
“It’s always fun to make you get into a monkey suit since you love it so much,” Arianna smiled mischievously. Thomas tugged again at the bow tie. Turner sat further away, just as displeased at his clothing also. Turner and Thomas were quite similar in many ways in Arianna’s eyes. They hated each other enough to have never had a full conversation, therefore they would never know it, but Arianna did.
“I don’t think it’s the monkey suit you’re finding so humorous.” Thomas ignored the nearest glares that he would even assume to talk to their precious Arianna.
“Maybe not.” Arianna’s coy smile faltered as Paul Seeger approached. 
Thomas stood quickly and nodded his head toward the elegant silver-haired man. Seeger nodded back, but Thomas didn’t return to his seat. He stood, on guard, partially between Arianna and Seeger. Seeger wouldn’t try anything in such a formal setting, but Thomas didn’t trust the man any more than the rest of Arianna’s guard. The only difference was that being tengu meant Thomas didn’t have to adhere to etiquette and give the older dearg-dul leeway. Seeger’s formal title meant nothing to Thomas.
“What a celebration,” Seeger commented, not trying to break through the wall that was Thomas. Seeger stood and glared briefly at the young man before he smiled down at Arianna, who only nodded her head without a smile. “The council would like to see you tomorrow. We’re holding an emergency session. It’s been a year now, and you are no further along with the prophecy than last year at this time. We would like to have a planning session to help you along and give you some guidance.”
Arianna felt the meaning behind the words. Seeger was a masterful manipulator. It had helped get him out of trouble last year after he murdered her grandfather. Seeger was able to convince everyone beyond Arianna’s small circle of supporters that the assassin worked alone and was only using Seeger’s name as a cover. Arianna knew the truth though. Seeger had killed her grandfather, and she was next on his list.
“That would be great,” Arianna replied. “I’d love to hear everyone’s ideas. I’ve been running through a few of my own, but additional input is always welcome.” Seeger paused only a beat before nodding to leave. “Will your son be attending, Lord Seeger? I heard rumors that you were starting to train Michael to take over for the Seeger family.” Rumors were actually that Seeger wouldn’t let Michael do anything for the family. He didn’t completely trust the boy, but was trying hard to mold him into the child he wanted. Seeger smiled.
“Try as I might, it’s hard to get young people interested in such things as politics,” Seeger complained before bowing to Arianna and leaving.
“Did he expect a confrontation?” Thomas asked, sitting back down beside Arianna.
“He always expects a confrontation. The best way to play his game is to just agree with him, whether you intend to listen to him or not.” Thomas suppressed a laugh, knowing that she had won the war of words with Seeger, once again.
* * * * *
The next morning Arianna sat at the head of the council table. Twelve pairs of eyes stared back at her, including Lord Seeger’s. The council wanted progress on the legend. If they truly had the blue-eyed night human, they wanted the power that was said to go with it. They had said everything she had suspected they would and were all patiently waiting for a reply. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to fulfill the legend, though it kind of scared her, but she was too busy to actually do anything. Arianna felt her stomach flip around like she was going to be sick. She never liked to go to the council meetings, and she detested everyone sitting in front of her, but it had never made her feel sick before. As always, Devin caught her slight change. He wouldn’t question her in front of everyone. Turner didn’t see it as he was still sulking at not being her date for the party the night before. That was the difference between Turner and Devin. Somehow, no matter what, Arianna couldn’t deny that Devin knew her better than she knew herself.
“If I’m to understand this correctly, you think you’re giving me an ultimatum?” she asked. Several pairs of eyes quickly turned away. Lord Seeger continued to gaze unnervingly at her. He wasn’t giving an ultimatum, he was issuing a challenge. Everything with him was a challenge. There was never a conversation that wasn’t a verbal sparring match. Arianna was learning how to play the games but detested them nonetheless. 
“My son is an excellent candidate for your dearg-dul choice. No one here has any problem with that. We just want you to take on both my son and a baku so that you can fulfill the legend.” Seeger talked as if there was no question to his logic. Seeger had always suggested that Michael was the best choice. Arianna finally understood all the comments about grooming Michael. 
“Last time I checked, this isn’t a democracy.” Arianna remembered her conversation with Thomas. He smiled behind her, also remembering, and glad he finally told her since no one else was going to. “Either you listen to me, or choose to go elsewhere.” The men around the table all showed various forms of shock at her harsh words. They had all grown accustomed, in the past year, to pushing their agendas on her.
“Where else can we go?” Lord Learing, a thin, balding man, couldn’t look her in the eyes as he spoke. “This has been my family for centuries. Why can’t you just agree to actively pursue the legend?” His last statement was more of a whisper for himself. “Michael Seeger is an excellent match for a dearg-dul, and I’m sure there are baku lining up.”
“I wouldn’t know, since I’ve never met any of the other clans,” Arianna replied, remembering the girl from the park. She was a night human, and possibly a dearg-dul too. The men all became instantly silent. No one would talk about the other clans. The Randolph estate was self-sustainable, and they wanted to keep their isolation from the others.
“We do not mix between the clans,” Seeger informed her. As far as Arianna could tell, it wasn’t that they couldn’t mix, but that they chose not to. The night human clans were a bigger mess of politics than the Randolph or Grace families alone.
“Nor do we mix between night humans,” she replied. “But I guess that’s not so true anymore either.” Each man avoided her gaze. No one wanted to talk about the other clans. “Why shouldn’t I seek a dearg-dul outside my clan?”
“Because there’s no need,” a thin, short man named Lord Robert replied. Arianna always thought Robert looked more like an elf than a vampire in night human form. “We do not mix because we are the superior night humans. We have excellent men right within our clan. You just need to look around, and not even that far, since Michael Seeger is the best choice.”
“If you’d tell me what the legend states, maybe I’d be willing to play the game,” Arianna replied. She was growing much bolder with her elders after a year spent listening to the clan bicker amongst themselves. “I refuse to put any more humans, night or day, at risk by being associated with me, unless I know what it’s for.” The balding Learing began to sweat. Arianna immediately saw that he was the weak link in the chain.
“Since you brought it up, Mr. Learing, would you like to tell me what I want to know?” Arianna asked sweetly. He shook his head no as he snuck glances at Seeger. Seeger was pulling the cords behind this meeting, as usual.
“If I may speak for Learing.” Seeger interrupted the interrogation that was beginning. “We commend you on the advances you’ve made thus far. You have a day human.” Seeger gestured to Devin, who had never made any formal commitment to the cause. “A lycan, and now a tengu.” 
“Devin and Thomas are not part of this.” Arianna quickly interrupted Seeger. “In one week, Thomas will be free to go back to his family and away from this mess.” The table began to fill with people arguing again. Arianna grasped her shirt edge as it made her head pound to listen to so much talking at once. The nauseous feeling was now turning into a migraine.
Devin moved to help Arianna stand and added, “My commitment is not to the legend, but to Arianna, and her wellbeing. She has patiently listened to your concerns and will now be leaving.” Turner took his cue to jump up and help escort Arianna so that Devin could continue talking. “As the head of the family, she has given her decision. She will not actively pursue the legend until you disclose the rest of it to her. You must choose to then either continue on being part of this family, and not bring up the topic again, or you may leave the family, which includes vacating all Randolph property.” The men around the table tried to cover their gasps.
“You should really consider my son,” Seeger added, noticing Turner and Devin starting to usher her away. “It would help the clan on both fronts. We need Arianna to start to pursue a formal commitment of a match. The people are now all fighting for her favor, and we find our own subjects are growing harder and harder to control as they all want a part of her. We would like to start the formal recognition of possible matches to keep the people settled. My son, as her keeper, will keep everyone satisfied in that she is considering him as a match also.”
Arianna felt her mouth open in awe. Seeger was suggesting that a newly-turned seventeen-year-old night human choose a husband. Arianna shook her head in disbelief, but Seeger just smiled. It was his win on this one. She couldn’t refuse the request as crazy as it sounded, as he logic was right. The clansmen were all fighting to be recognized by her. Arianna didn’t realize it was about marriage. Devin had kept her in the dark on that one. Arianna felt Turner pull her toward the hallway. 
“We will not discuss anything more tonight,” Devin added as he stood behind her. “We will consider your recommendations, but this is a matter for Arianna alone to decide.”
Outside as the door shut, she leaned into Turner’s shoulder. Thomas came from the doorway and tried to get a better look at her. All three knew something wasn’t right with her.
“Did he really just suggest that I get engaged?” she whispered for only Turner to hear. He laughed a little and then grimaced at the thought. It would happen sometime, and he would never be considered. She would need to choose a pureblood for everyone to be happy.
“I think he did,” Turner replied. She laid her head on his chest to keep her balance while standing.
“Wow, life sucks here,” she added as she closed her eyes. Thomas moved to support her as they began to walk down the hallway. She had been sick on and off for the past six months. Now she was sick again.
“Should we get the doctor?” Thomas asked.
“She’s just tired,” Turner added as he swept her up into his arms. Arianna was instantly asleep as he carried her. “She hasn’t fed in a couple days, and those men are a bit emotionally unstable.” Thomas backed off and nodded. 
“Here,” Devin added as he shut the doors behind him. He held out a paper for Thomas. “She wanted to give this to you after the meeting, but I’m guessing she will be asleep for a while.”
Thomas opened the folded paper and gazed at it. His freedom was written there, along with a plane ticket.
“She got all your grades changed,” Devin explained.
“But I still have a week left,” Thomas complained. How could he leave her when she wasn’t even conscious? Thomas glanced over at her as she peacefully slept against Turner.
“This was all she asked for from her uncle for her birthday,” Devin added. “Your freedom.”



 
 
 
FIVE


Arianna lifted her head off the satin sheets and looked around the room. It wasn’t her room at the Randolph manor; she was in Tricity, Turner’s childhood home. It had been several months since they were last here, but the place still smelled like Turner. The entire place felt like him, and the spot next to her was still warm. Someone had been there not too long ago. Arianna caught Devin’s scent nearby, but he wasn’t in the room. Arianna used her senses and looked around for the people she could track. Devin was outside the door in the sitting room. Turner was across the hallway in his own room. His family and guests who filled the house were sleeping still. Arianna paused. Just outside the city was Andrew.
‘Good afternoon princess,’ he said inside her head.
‘Is it afternoon?’ Arianna looked around the room for a sign of the time. Not a single clock was in view.
‘Yes, and happy birthday,’ he added. He could actually add a smirk to his conversation going on in their heads.
‘My birthday is tomorrow,’ Arianna replied, trying to grin back. Portraying emotion along with thoughts was more difficult for her, but Andrew always seemed able to read her better than anyone else.
‘You’ve slept through two days. Why do you think I’m here?’
‘You have a great desire to see me, and can’t go more than one day without me?’ Arianna teased. It was easy to fall into banter with Andrew. He understood her way more than Arianna wanted to admit.
‘That’s the obvious answer. Are you feeling okay?’ Concern laced his thoughts.
‘I feel fine, why?’ Arianna felt tons of images all jumble past her. Andrew was thinking too fast for her to understand. He had a tendency to think fast when he was worried.
‘How long have you been feeling sick?’ he tried a different way to ask her.
‘I just got sick listening to all those old men plan my future without me. They actually suggested I get engaged I think. I’m not even done with high school.’ Arianna felt the humor as he silently laughed. At least he found it amusing. Arianna felt dread building, as she knew the council was serious.
‘Welcome to the night world, our alternative monster universe where we marry our children off as soon as they can spawn more little night monsters.’ Andrew joked about her unwanted fate. ‘Time to get married. If I haven’t heard that suggestion a hundred times before.’
Arianna laughed too. She sometimes did feel like she had entered some alternative monster universe. ‘Seriously, why are you here? I mean you can go anywhere you please. Why sit outside the city for days waiting for me to wake up?’ She tried to cover up her accusatory tone.
‘I’m concerned about you, and thus will follow you anywhere. Haven’t you figured that out by now?”
‘There’s nothing to be concerned about,’ she added. Everything felt fine now that she had slept.
‘You just shut off mentally two days ago. I couldn’t feel your presence at all. Most of the time I can feel you. I was worried, so I came straight here. For most people, that disconnect only happens to when they die. Gabriel told me that you had passed out and were sleeping. Even if you were just sleeping, I should have been able to feel you. I’m worried about you.’ Andrew explained.
‘You can feel me while I sleep?’ Arianna got sidetracked before she could verbalize what she was really thinking. Her face began to turn red, hoping he didn’t feel her dream a few nights ago that involved her and him kissing.
‘Not thoughts, but more like feelings,’ Andrew tried to explain. ‘Two days ago, you turned off and made me worry.’
‘That can’t be right. I feel fine. And two days haven’t passed. My birthday is tomorrow, not today.’
‘Well, you weren’t. But since you’ve enough energy to argue, you must be fine now. I hope you have a good day. I’ll see you when you return home. Oh yeah, and happy birthday again, Princess.’ And with that, Andrew was gone. He really had traveled hundreds of miles just to see if she was okay.
Arianna really needed help sorting out everything with the boys around her. Yes, she had kissed Devin, Turner, and Andrew. Yes, she loved all three of them, each in a different way. Yes, none of them asked her to choose between them, but it was still hanging there in the distance. Aunt Lilly had told Arianna to picture it as if she were just dating all three like any teen should be doing, but Arianna still had a hard time with that. They all were solely devoted to her, and she was split between them. She knew deep down that she needed to make a choice and make it soon. Thankfully, Thomas never had romantic interests in her. In fact, he was becoming more the older brother figure she always wished she had.
The clinking of heels and hushed conversations about her birthday told her immediately that she had slept through at least a couple days. Unfortunately, Andrew was right as always. Arianna listened around the familiar surroundings of Turner’s childhood home. Everything Turner had told her in the past year, along with their visits, made the trip familiar. The bed creaked slightly as she stood.
“Happy birthday,” Devin said from the sitting room behind the closed door. She would hear him even if he only whispered his greeting. Like Andrew, Devin seemed to know her better than she knew herself. Devin was back to his normal self. Even if they had been arguing just yesterday, none of that showed from him.
As if on cue, Arianna heard the door to the hallway open and Turner came into the room.
“Is she up?” he asked. There was more than happiness behind his voice. It was tinged with worry.
“Yes, I’m up,” she replied. “Just let me get dressed first.”
Turner waited by pacing around the room holding a small box in his hands. Arianna laughed as Devin began to get irritated. Only Turner could get him to show some emotion, but Turner had that effect on everyone. Arianna stepped out into the room soundlessly as Turner continued to pace. Something was bothering him. Devin looked up from his usual stack of papers and nodded, but Turner still didn’t notice the addition to the room. Arianna crept silently to sit next to Devin. Now Turner was standing at the window, looking outside and pulling at the bow of the box in his hand.
“Well, if you don’t want to take her out for the day, I can take her out then,” Devin offered, finally getting Turner’s attention.
Turner snapped around, ready to pounce on Devin when he noticed Arianna sitting there.
“I win,” she added as she jumped up and playfully teased him.
“I was distracted,” Turner replied. Relief poured off him at the sight of her.
“What does the judge rule?” Arianna asked of Devin, who was already back to his papers.
“He’s a biased judge,” Turner complained. “He loves you and hates me.”
“All the better to use.”
“Only if he was biased to me.” Turner sulked. He wasn’t a good loser. He handed the present over to Arianna, but Devin shooed them out of the room instead of waiting for her to open it.
“The birthday girl is always right,” Devin added, not looking up. “Now get out of here. I’ve tons of work to do. I swear Seeger is just doing all this to keep me busy.” Arianna and Turner headed to the door before Devin spoke again. “And tell Andrew to quit lurking. We know he follows you, and we always know he’s there. If he wants to check on you, he can just ask, or come here in person. He’s much more suspicious loitering at the edge of town.”
* * * * *
Turner ushered her away from Devin and to his favorite spot on the edge of town. It was an old, isolated trail that no one visited except for Turner. Arianna was glad to be outside, and away from all the staring people, and she gladly followed Turner to his spot. Even though she had visited Tricity many times, people still watched her in awe. Turner had prepared a picnic, including blankets for the chilly early evening air.
Arianna lay on the blanket, staring into the dusk sky. The city slowly began to turn on lights and twinkle as night approached. Arianna preferred the starry sky to the twinkling world beneath them. Their overlook was the best view in the city, and the most isolated. This was where Turner came to think. The first time he brought Arianna to his spot was almost a year ago when he helped her run away from the Randolph estate. As soon as they arrived this night, Turner gave her the gift he had brought with them. She held the delicate necklace in her hand and fingered the pendent from the present Turner had given her.
“It really wasn’t just me,” Turner admitted from next to her on the ground. He preferred to watch the city below. “Actually, all that was me was the idea. Devin had to find them.”
Arianna stared at the two twisting circles, her parent’s wedding bands. “It reminds me of me,” she replied quietly. The gold slipped over her fingers. Neither ring had any stones in it, they were just plain gold bands of different width. Her mother had the smaller one as hers and her father the thicker one.
“It’s you.” Turner reached over and traced the two loops. “You’re both of them. I’m sorry you never got to know them. Even though my mom is gone, I still at least have some memories of her.”
“Why do you think I can be both?” she asked, pushing the sadness away of the gaping hole that was left by her parents’ death. She didn’t have any memories of them and only a few of her grandfather now. Every family member close to her in her life, beyond Gabriel, had died long before she could ever get to know them.
“You know the thinking part isn’t the best for me,” Turner replied, putting his hands through his hair. “I’m more of an action sort of guy.” Arianna smiled. That was completely true, but for Turner to admit it was a big step.
“Has anyone else ever tried?” Arianna asked.
“Tried action?” he asked. “I can demonstrate.” He leaned over closer to her.
“Not action,” she laughed, pushing him back. “Has anyone else ever tried to have a child between two different night human races?”
“Oh yeah, tons of people, especially when they clans got along better. When two unlike night human have a baby, it always ends up being one or the other. Never both. You’re the only one that has been both.” Turner leaned back to his original position, looking over the city.
“But then why can I be both?” Arianna watched Turner. Someone had to have the answers. He had the connections, so it was possible he knew.
“No one knows,” Turner admitted while not turning back to her.
“Then there must be something wrong with me?”
“No.” Turner turned to face her as he talked. “Something’s completely right.”
“Do you think if they had lived, I’d have had siblings like me?” she asked.
“Maybe, maybe not. It could have been because of your parents or maybe it’s just you.” Turner stared back out at the city and smiled. “Maybe it was just fate. Which came first: the chicken or the egg? I don’t think we’ll ever know.”
“Great. Get all philosophical on me,” she complained as they both laughed, and she playfully hit his arm.
“You can’t dwell on how you’re different,” he added quietly. “Everyone is different. Don’t you see how well I fit into my family?” Turner never fit in his family. His father and older brother were both straight-laced politicians, but Turner never followed a rule in his life. While they could find pride in living by the books, Turner always wanted independence. Yes, Turner was different from them.
Arianna watched as the last of the darkness came over the city. “Are you sure your dad isn’t planning anything tonight?” Arianna pointed across the town to the brightly-lit mansion at the edge of the city, Turner’s childhood home.
“No, it’s always lit up like that. I think my dad likes to be a sitting target.” Turner stretched and sat up. “My twelve hours are almost up. Time to get you back to Devin.”
“You’re seriously going to give him twelve hours? I thought you offering to spend time with me first was so that you could keep me longer. You’re not one to be following the rules,” Arianna teased. Turner smiled and shrugged.
“I’m just your future keeper,” Turner replied. “He’s…” Turner didn’t finish. Arianna raised her eyebrows questioning him.
“What happened while I was asleep?” Arianna wondered. Turner was keeping something to himself.
“Nothing… everything.” Turner brushed off his slight mood and was back to normal. 
Arianna prodded further. “Please,” she asked. “What’s going on that I should know about?”
“There’s something going on, and we can’t seem to figure it out,” he replied. “You know me, I’m the brawn, not the brains. And this time we need more brains to figure it out than we need brawn. I’m not very good at even that.” Memories of the attack at the park haunted his mind. “I’m helpless. When you passed out after the council meeting, we brought you back to your room for a night. At one point you got up and tried to walk out of the apartment. We found you passed out.” Turner hesitated. Arianna didn’t remember anything of the past few days and assumed she just spent it in bed. “You were there lying on the ground barely breathing, and I could do nothing. I am useless.”
“I’m just a bit under the weather,” Arianna added, trying to get Turner off the self-bashing he was doing.
“No, that’s not it. Yes, you’re sick, but it’s more than that.” Turner was being elusive.
“How can it be more?” Arianna didn’t understand what was bothering him beyond her being sick.
“Just let me explain. I really didn’t want to do this to you on your birthday, but you didn’t wake up yesterday. I would have told you then.” Turner was actually at a loss for words.
“Told me what?” Arianna asked, taking control of the conversation.
“I think you are meant for Devin,” Turner replied. He sighed and looked over the city. This was going to be much harder than he thought. “I realized while you were asleep, you belong with Devin. He knows you better than anyone. When we got back to your room, he put you to bed and made plans to come here. I was left to watch you. You started to have a seizure, and there was nothing I could do. Devin came in and the instant he put his arms around you, you stopped. I just saw what I always suspected, you two are connected. There will never be that between us. He won. I’m throwing in the towel,” Turner admitted, defeat in his voice over loss of the dream of making Arianna into his own girlfriend. Turner stood, looking at the city and not at Arianna, hunched over, defeated.
“You don’t want to be my keeper?” Arianna asked, shocked, as tears began to well up in her eyes. 
“No, no, please don’t cry. That’s not what I’m saying at all.” Turner turned quickly at the sound of her sniffles. Turner wiped the tears away. “I’ll stand beside you until the day I die. I’ll always be here, as your friend, your best friend. Nothing can change that.” He hurriedly looked back to the city to avoid her now silent gaze.
Arianna stared at Turner as he looked down at the city. He was right. She loved him, but it was more in a friendship kind of way. He was exciting and unpredictable, and a lot of fun to be around, but she didn’t feel for him what she felt for Devin. Turner reached over and took her hand. 
He gave her a Turner smile before adding, “I think this is one of the rare times that if I don’t return you, he might actually go wolf hunting like he always threatens. We better head back.”
Arianna silently followed Turner back to his bike. Turner was lost in his own thoughts, and she didn’t want to interrupt them. The ride back to Turner’s home was faster than Arianna wanted. She still wasn’t sure how much she wanted to see Devin, knowing that he had allowed her to be an experiment. Always a gentleman, Turner walked Arianna to her bedroom door where Devin was waiting inside. Turner leaned over and gave her a soft kiss on her forehead.
“Happy birthday,” he added as Arianna opened the door to her room.
Devin, as usual, sat on the couch reading. He didn’t look up as she entered.
“Are you feeling tired?” he asked, setting his reading glasses down on top of the latest stack. For eighteen, he was much more mature than his age suggested.
Arianna wanted to be mad at him, but, as always, his assessment was correct. She plopped down on the couch next to him. “A little.” She was still mad, just too tired to actually care.
“Do you want to sleep some?”
“No,” she replied. Devin waited for her to continue. She stared across the room before looking back at him. “Why?” Was the only word she could squeak out before the tears came. Devin pulled her onto his lap. The feeling of his heart beating calmed her a bit and stopped the tears. Arianna caught her breath again and asked, “Why would you let them experiment on me?”
“Oh Ari,” he said, gently stroking her head, which was now resting against him. Her eyes became heavy as the sound of his heart amplified. Arianna felt the lull of sleep pulling at her, and after being sick so recently, she was too tired to refuse.



 
 
 
SIX


Arianna lifted her head from Devin’s bare chest with a start. He quickly sat up also and looked around the room for danger. He was ready to pounce. In an instant, Devin could go from quietly sleeping to cutting down an unknown enemy. He had trained for years, and it showed in every moment of his life. He was the best guardian she could ever have. He always put her safety first and was the first to stand up and defend her from anything.
“Did you hear something?” he asked. 
Arianna never woke unless she sensed something. In the past year, Devin never failed to be one step ahead of her in everything. He knew when she was hungry or needed to feed. He knew when she needed to sleep or needed a break from her new life. He knew everything one moment before she did.
Arianna rubbed her eyes. “Why are we in here?” she asked, looking around the bedroom more. She remembered waking up at the Winter estate, but her last memory was of sitting beside Devin in the front room. Over the last six months, more and more of her memory was gone. It started with only minutes to hours missing, but now, she would wake to now find days were completely gone.
“I thought you were out again, so I decided we could go to bed.” Devin relaxed as the sense of danger passed.
“Again?” Arianna knew something was missing.
“Like after the last council meeting.” Devin pulled on her to get her to lay back down too.
“Oh,” Arianna replied. Her face reddened as she looked at her clothes and realized she was now in pajamas.
“Molina changed you for me,” Devin replied in response to her embarrassment.
“But I thought I didn’t sleep unless with you or Turner. How could she change my clothes without waking me?” Arianna had been having trouble sleeping since the first night she turned. She had too much power, which included super-sensitive hearing that only had gotten better in the past year.
“Lately you’ve been sleeping very soundly once we get you to sleep,” Devin replied.
Silence stretched on as neither talked. Finally Arianna asked, “Is that how you could take my blood to study.”
Devin’s controlled exterior melted. “Oh, Ari, I’d never do that to you. We used some blood left over from last year after you healed everyone. There was a pitcher that had less than a glassful left, and we decided it would be a good time to start studying it since everyone else was bound to hear what it did, and how you saved everyone. Have you been thinking that all along?” Arianna didn’t meet his eyes but just nodded. 
“Why? Do you think I’m such a freak like everyone else? I hear them talk,” she added, finally looking up at him. “Everyone, everywhere we go. They all wonder the same thing. How is it possible? She’s a freak. How can anyone really be two night humans at once? It isn’t natural.” Arianna looked back down and started to pick at the lace edging to the shirt she was wearing. Molina must have gone to great lengths to find such a frilly pajama and she mentally made a note that revenge was needed. Molina was one of the very few Arianna had met that truly treated her like a human, not a monster. Even amongst her own kind, the stares could be sometimes unbearable.
Devin reached over and gently cupped her face in his hands and raised her head until her eyes met his own.
“Arianna Caiohme.” Devin used her middle name like he was scolding her. “I’ll never do, and have never done, anything that would ever physically harm you. I love you and would never let harm come to you.” Devin’s clear blue eyes stared at her, waiting for her to understand his words.
Arianna’s heart raced. She had always felt the love Devin had for her when they were alone, but she had never heard him say the words out loud before. The gentleness in how he held her face was so different than when they were outside the bedroom. Arianna just stared at his intense eyes. Devin had always been true to her even when he had a controlled exterior in public. Arianna wanted to reach over and pull him closer so that she could kiss him. As he stared more, his eyes betrayed that he wanted the same thing. Arianna closed her eyes and took a deep breath. He was too mesmerizing sometimes.
“Then why?” Arianna couldn’t help but ask the question that still nagged at her. The moment was broken.
Devin ran his hands through his now shortened blond hair and flopped back onto the pillows. He had cut his hair much shorter recently and was a stark contrast to Andrew, who was his exact opposite with longer dark hair. He sighed and this time didn’t look at her as he spoke.
“You can’t take this the wrong way, but I’m having them study you for the same reasons everyone stares at you. You’re different. We can’t deny that. But you’re not a monster,” he quickly added. He finally looked up after admitting the truth. “Ari, I’m worried about you. You hold so much more power than anyone has ever had before. I’m afraid what that power is doing to you physically. Night humans that hold more power always have shorter life-spans, and a lot of them tend to go a bit crazy when the power peaks.”
“What do you mean?” His words were laced with concern, and now she was beginning to worry.
Devin reached over and pulled Arianna back down to him. He ran his hands through her hair as he pondered, giving her shivers down her back. Arianna looked at his face, and he was temporarily lost in thought. His face was more beautiful than rugged most of the time. Now, he hadn’t shaved for days and looked a bit different. The slight stubble on his face aged him years. Arianna yearned to rub her hand against it, but refrained as he began to speak again.
“Andrew’s older brother, Alex, was one of the most powerful baku Randolph had ever seen. When Alex was a teen, he began to come into his power. As he grew more powerful, it was predicted that he would surpass Gabriel. Your grandfather began to track Alex, fearing what he would unleash if Gabriel couldn’t contain him.” Devin paused and stared at the ceiling as he absent-mindedly continued to stroke Arianna’s head.
“Did you know I actually attended kindergarten at Bradley?” Images of Arianna’s elementary school flashed through her mind, the large stone building that she had attended after moving in with her aunt and uncle. “My mother was a teacher, and my father a fireman. We lived over on Elm Street in a little house. We knew nothing of night humans. We were normal, oblivious day humans living a quiet, uneventful life. I had two older brothers and an older sister. I was always picked on for being the youngest, but then again, I always was surrounded by love. We had a happy life.” Devin drifted back into thought. Arianna sat quietly and pulled her arms around her knees, not interrupting him as he had never shared his past with her before.
“Your grandfather had been tracking Alex for about two months before he met me. I was at Midland Park with my brothers. We were all playing tag, and of course as the smallest, I couldn’t compete. Randolph was there, watching the children play. I found out years later that he would go there as it was neutral ground and your father would take you there to play because it was the park your own father grew up going to as a child. Randolph would go there when he was in town, trying to remember your father and mother as children and hoping to see you. Well, as I lost in the game, I got mad and ran away from my brothers. I ran into your grandfather, who was distracted by watching you. He said something kind to me and patted me on my head, sending me back to my brothers. We think that was what Alex tracked. See, Alex was tracking Randolph as much as Randolph was tracking Alex.
“I returned home that night with my brothers. We had a typical night, ate supper as a family and watched TV together before bed. Everything was normal. That night my life changed. I had a bad dream, which wasn’t unusual, but as I shared a room with Sam, I’d just wake up check on him and then go back to bed. So, I cracked my eyes open and looked across the room. Sam was lying in his bed asleep, I thought. I know now that Sam was dead by the time I saw him. So, I closed my eyes. I couldn’t fall back asleep, but just laid there instead. I didn’t hear him enter the room. He might have been there all along. All I did was feel the sharp pain as he bit down on my arm and then as he was ripped from me. Your terrifying grandfather stood between me and the monster that had just drained my entire family. Alex was subdued and killed. It wasn’t Randolph alone, but also Gabriel, that fought Alex. Alex had succumbed to the power that was building in him.”
Arianna didn’t speak. What could she say? Sorry that your family is dead. Devin had come to terms with his past long ago. Arianna slowly reached over and took his arm with the long scar down the back of it.
“How could you let me feed off you time and time again after that?” Arianna traced the scar with her finger. She could now see the indent of the puncture wound. She never questioned the scar before as it was only one of many.
“It’s different with you.” Devin stroked her serious face. “Everything is different with you. That’s why I worry. Gabriel and Randolph found a balance with their power. Alex did not. I don’t want you to be like Alex. I don’t want you to lose who you are. Turns out Alex was a great and loving older brother until he turned. Gabriel didn’t believe Randolph that Alex was the monster killing all the day humans until he saw it with his own eyes.”
“You don’t want me to become a monster?” Arianna asked.
“I don’t want you to lose what is you.” He looked away. He continued to stroke the back of her head but didn’t continue talking.
“You’re not finished, are you?” Arianna felt the worry pour off him. “What else are they researching?”
“The lab is researching the strength and healing effects of your blood, but.” He paused and thought more before continuing. “I have two people I really trust looking into more.”
“What more?” Arianna reached up and touched his face to get him to continue. Devin had been worrying about too much alone.
“Your peculiar feeding habits,” Devin said as she began to blush. Once Arianna had turned into a night human, she could only drink the blood from a few people, Devin included. Nothing seemed odd to her about it as many night humans took a day human keeper to drink blood from, but she had put up with endless teasing from Molina over her pickiness. Even when she was desperate to feed, she refused to drink from anyone but Devin and Turner.
“So I’m picky. What does that have to do with my blood?” Arianna still knew too little of the night human world.
“You already know this. When in night human form, any blood should satisfy your craving. It doesn’t work that way for you.” Devin turned back to lazily combing his fingers through her hair.
“But it’s not a problem. I have both you and Turner, and if needed Gabriel and Andrew. That’s four people. I’m not that much of a monster.” Arianna tried to reason through everything.
“No, you’re not. But by being close to you, all four of us are targets. If anyone really knew the truth, they could easily keep you hostage by your need for us, and our blood.” Devin still oozed worry.
“But I don’t refuse blood from an IV,” she replied.
“Mentally, no. But it seems your refusal may be more than mental. I don’t think your blood accepts the IV blood. At least that’s what they’ve told me.” The gravity of his last statement set in. The four people she trusted the most held the key to her own survival.
“Is that why there’s this legend, and I need five keepers? There’s something truly different about me?” Arianna added it all together.
“I don’t know.” Devin wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. Arianna leaned into him. All traces of worry were completely gone and replaced by his love.
 



 
 
 
SEVEN


Arianna and her crew returned home to her aunt and uncle’s diner early Friday morning. It was a late return, since she spent her birthday in Tricity, but a necessary one since she had yet another party to attend, this one being thrown by her uncle Gabriel. They had arrived home liked planned, and it would be an immediate trip to Gabriel’s house to get ready. Gabriel ruled in place of her for the baku family while she was gone or dealing with the everyday events of the dearg-dul clan. Arianna was thankful they didn’t expect her to completely take over like the Randolph estate had after her grandfather’s death the previous year. Arianna left her guards in the car as she ran back inside the diner to say hi to her guardians before heading to her uncle’s house.
“Auntie,” Arianna called into the kitchen between the people running around.
“She’s out front,” Lou replied from behind the large stoves. “I’ll keep some leftovers in the fridge for you. Who knows if they will actually have any decent food at that dinner? Baku may win the ‘I have more muscles than you contest,’ but they can’t ever seem to throw a good party.” Lou winked at her before she passed through to the front of the store. Lou had been running the kitchen at the diner as long as she could remember. It turns out that the lithe, long-haired, tattooed man was placed there on purpose by her grandfather, since Lou was also a dearg-dul and part of the Randolph clan. Thankfully, Lou was there the past year when everything exploded, since it literally exploded at the diner when her enemies tried to blow up her family. Lou had been the one to recognize the scent of the leaking gas and got everyone to safety. 
“Hi, Uncle Dean,” Arianna said, passing her sandy-haired uncle who was halfway inside the latest machine he had bought, getting it ready to start making some new delicacy for the diner. Arianna had yet to get a tour of all the new kitchen equipment. She didn’t know how to use most of the old equipment since she always worked in the front of the diner; she definitely didn’t know how to use all the new, shiny equipment in the rebuilt diner.
“Ari? Back already? I thought the party would last longer.” Dean was always distracted these days. Luckily, they didn’t mind taking money from Arianna for the past year since she inherited the whole Randolph estate, but they were happy to be self-sufficient once again nonetheless.
“No, I haven’t gone yet. Is Aunt Lilly up front?” Arianna tried to look into the machine to see what Dean was so intently studying.
“Yes, at the register, I think.” Dean ducked back into the machine.
Arianna maneuvered through the waitresses and up to the register. When in front of the diner, her aunt was the picture of perfection. Her hair was neatly pulled back into a bun with not a wisp free. Her apron was spotless. Everything about her appearance bespoke a woman in complete control. She smiled as Ari approached. Even her smile didn’t show any sense of lost control. Aunt Lilly was perfection, and it was great to see her back to normal.
“Heading over to Gabriel’s now?” Arianna could still catch a hint of malice in Lilly’s statement even though her perfect smile didn’t waver. Lilly had grown up amongst the dearg-dul night humans, and just like the most of them, she was still having a hard time completely trusting the baku. Arianna’s mother had been a dearg-dul and Lilly’s best friend. Lilly couldn’t accept Travis Grace when they were alive, and didn’t approve of their marriage, but she loved Arianna like her own child every day of her life.
“Yep,” Arianna reached over and swiped a cookie out of the dessert case.
“And then you’ll be back here for only two more days, not three like normal?” The schedule was all thrown off with her birthday celebration.
“Yep.” Arianna munched on the cookie. Aunt Lilly helped a customer. Arianna waited, knowing she only had a few more moments left before she would actually have to leave. To her, Lilly was the definition of normalcy and comfort. In Arianna’s new night human world, sometimes she just needed normal.
“Did you have a nice birthday?” Lilly asked, turning back to Arianna.
“You mean after the council meeting, where they bombarded me again about finding more keepers?” Arianna replied.
“Again?” Lilly reached over and tucked a piece of Arianna’s hair out of her face.
“And they think I should get a fiancée,” Arianna added, waiting for a reaction to mess up that perfect exterior. Arianna loved her aunt more than anything, but it was always fun to try to do things to get her to be less perfect. Lilly smiled at the approaching customers and helped them with her perfect smile.
“Now that’s a topic I didn’t expect to approach for at least a few more years. I thought taking Turner as your keeper would be enough to keep everyone off the subject of marriage.” Lilly was calm about the situation.
“A few more years?” Arianna was shocked. “I want to go to college, be a young adult in the world, not married. I just want them to stop, and here you agree with them.” Lilly began to laugh as she played Arianna as much as Arianna played her. As her real smiled faded back into her fake smile, Lilly sighed.
“I agree. Why can’t they just let you be a kid for a little bit? Oh, and on that, thought,” Lilly reached under the counter.
“I’m not a kid,” Arianna pouted.
“No, you’re not,” Lilly replied, handing Arianna a small wrapped package. “Happy birthday, sweetie. Hope this one was better than the last.” 
Arianna took the box and kissed her aunt’s cheek. “Thanks,” she replied before opening the box. The wrapping came off easily and Arianna dug in the packing chips. At the bottom of the box was a keychain with one car key on it. “A car?” Arianna began jumping up and down. “You really got me a car?” She ran over and hugged her aunt again.
“Hey, some of us need to breathe,” Lilly complained. Arianna loosened her grip, but kept smiling at her aunt. “Now you can’t drive it until you pass your test, but it’ll be parked out back until then.” Arianna nodded. She turned to leave, but ran back over to give her aunt another hug. Lilly patted her back and returned to helping another customer. It was one year ago that her aunt had planned to be Arianna’s sacrifice in the dearg-dul changing ceremony. As Arianna began to walk away, Lilly called out to her. “You better go upstairs before heading to the party. Someone has been waiting to talk to you.”
Arianna walked back through the diner, stopping to hug Dean and thank him also. Mary Ellen or Tish, whoever stopped by, could wait a few minutes to celebrate with her.
“It’s nothing too fancy. I’ve spent a few hours fixing it up so it should run perfect. But you still can’t be running around without anyone knowing, okay kiddo?” Dean said before pushing her on her way through the diner’s crowd. “Now, have a lovely time with your uncle.” Dean had taken to the baku much better than Lilly had.
Arianna walked back up the stairs to their apartment, staring at the key. She hadn’t expected to get her own car. Even though she was now basically rich from her inheritance, when she was home with her aunt and uncle Arianna still felt like the normal girl she had been before everything changed a year ago. As she tuned on the last landing, she suddenly stopped, running into someone who had been waiting in the dark.
“Oh, sorry about that,” Thomas said, catching her and keeping her from falling backwards down the stairs. “No crew?” he asked, looking behind her. She shook her head no. “Good. I need to talk to you. Preferably without the wolf around.”
“Didn’t I get everything changed correctly?” Arianna asked. She’d thought she took care of everything that would put Thomas right back to where he was a year ago, before he agreed to be her guard for the year.
“No, everything was fine. I got accepted into two Early Entry med school programs with my new grades. Everything is fine.” Thomas sat down on the top step. “Actually, I needed to talk to you about something else.”
Arianna sat down and peered up at him. Like her guards and Turner, Thomas towered over her. While it was true that most people were taller than Arianna, who was only just over five feet tall, her keepers were much taller. Thomas was lost in thought. Arianna looked down the dark stairwell. It was easier to read people’s hidden feelings when she didn’t see their faces to confuse her. Anxiety was written all over his face, but once she had turned away, Arianna felt the hope behind it.
“Can I be your tengu keeper?” Thomas blurted out.
“What?” Arianna was surprised. “You just got out of your bargain with Gabriel. You can go back and have a normal life, become a doctor, get married, have a family and a white picket fence.”
Thomas shrugged. “I thought that was what I wanted, but as soon as I got back home, I realized that somewhere along the way things changed. Maybe you remind me too much of my sister. But I feel this overwhelming urge to protect you.”
“I have my guards and Devin and Turner,” Arianna replied. “You don’t have to stay with me for that. Go live a life none of us get to live.” Arianna truly wanted that for him. She almost envied that his life was so much more his, than hers was hers. Her life had been planned for her the moment she was conceived. She was the legendary night human everyone was waiting for. Now she just had to live up to it, which was hard to do since she didn’t even know what the legend was.
“For once in my life, I’m making my own choice,” Thomas replied. “Med school and saving the world was always my dad’s dream. I can always go to med school later. Right now, I feel I need to be here. And you need a tengu.”
“Need a tengu?”
“Every baku is matched with a tengu at the turning ceremony. It’s a lifelong bond. And you never got one. So here I am, offering to be your tengu.” The hope was growing stronger the longer they talked. Thomas could see that he was swaying her in his direction.
Arianna was at a loss for words. She felt the seriousness in his voice and the truth in his heart. 
“Are you offering to be the tengu keeper of the legend?” she whispered.
“Yes.”
“And you do know what that entails?” she continued. He nodded. “I’ll have to drink your blood for it.” He nodded again. There wasn’t a hint of the squeamishness he had before. Thomas had never been comfortable to even be around her when she was feeding. “And you’re fine with that?”
“If you’d take me.” Thomas stood, still waiting and anticipating the answer he wanted to hear.
Arianna didn’t hesitate to reply. He had already been the older brother she always wanted, and now he was offering to make the bond permanent. “Well then, you better go home and get dressed for a party, as Gabriel is waiting.”



 
 
 
EIGHT


Arianna paced around the large bedroom. She had been waiting for more than thirty minutes now, but she couldn’t enter her party until midnight. People were still arriving and custom dictated that she arrive last. She walked back to the dresser against the far wall and checked her hair for the tenth time. Devin was outside the door, and Turner was downstairs with Molina, observing each guest as they arrived. Gabriel stood at the front door and greeted everyone, also making sure that everyone entered on good terms. Arianna could sense each person as they arrived. In respect towards her, they didn’t keep their feelings shielded. She was their leader now. More than half the people that came were genuinely happy to be there. The other half were like starving wolves waiting to pounce. Arianna was fresh meat. She had been trying to keep her emotions hidden once she found out that everyone was feeding off her energy, but it was still hard for her to do. It was even harder when she couldn’t concentrate well. Her talk with Devin had her worried. Would she become a mindless beast someday? Would it be accelerated if something happened to Devin and Turner?
Arianna’s head snapped up at the newest guest entering. She didn’t need to see him to know who it was. Edward Lucan was now present at the party. Now the fun can really begin, Arianna thought. Arianna felt the hatred roll off him. He was mad, actually madder than usual. He didn’t speak to Gabriel as he entered, and Gabriel didn’t address him. Why does Lucan stay here if he hates it so much? Behind Lucan were three more people. Arianna stayed by the dresser as the last person passed by Gabriel and walked upstairs to the room she was in. His personal guards stood at the bottom of the stairs.
“Can I come in?” Andrew asked from behind the door. 
‘Is Devin still there?’ Arianna knew the answer, but she couldn’t tell what was going on with Devin’s steel exterior.
‘Oh yes, the Randolph pup is here doing his job, staring daggers at me without a hint of emotion seeping out,’ Andrew replied in her head. It was easiest for both Arianna and Andrew not to talk aloud with people around.
“Come on in,” she replied for Devin’s benefit, as it seemed he wouldn’t be letting Andrew by him until she did so.
“I see your uncle has come with all his malice as usual,” she said as Andrew entered the room and shut the door behind him. Devin was not happy with that action, but allowed it anyways.
“Of course, it pains him each time he comes to these gatherings and remembers he’s not the most powerful. I think tonight might have been extra taxing, knowing that I was going to escort you. Are you ready to be the belle of the ball?” Andrew moved forward slowly as if he were stalking his prey. Andrew’s night human qualities were seeping into his day human form. He was more graceful and his appearance more finessed. Greater power than normal was radiating off him.
“I’m never ready for that,” Arianna replied. 
Andrew eyed her over. He too knew this was the first time they had been alone in a room since the previous year. Instinct told her she should be backing up or moving into a fighting stance at least, but Andrew would never harm her. Instinct could not beat her heart’s feelings. Fortunately Devin was just outside the door, keeping them both too cautious to act on the feelings between them.
“It seems like your team planned ahead well.” Andrew was standing just inches from Arianna. He slid a finger in the side of the top of her strapless dress. Arianna shivered at his touch, and then was ashamed of herself when she heard Devin move outside the door. Andrew looked up at the door, but only moved his hand to her shoulder.
“What does that mean?” Arianna asked.
Andrew stepped back only inches before his motions sped up. Arianna could see him start to unbutton his shirt. As he was almost done, she reached up quickly and stopped him, her blush moving as fast as he was. Startled, he fell back into normal speed.
“How did you do that?” he asked, cocking his head to the side to view her like she was now doing a new magic trick.
“Do what? What are you doing?” she demanded.
“We have to appear in night human form at the meal. While your group can strategically dress you so that you don’t rip your clothing, men’s clothing isn’t as forgiving.” Arianna still stared at him. “I need to remove my shirt so that I don’t rip it into shreds.” Andrew finally noticed the blush in her cheeks. He smiled and gently touched her red cheeks with the tip of his finger. Arianna didn’t move though she wanted to hide her face from the predator in the room. “So now that I’ve answered your question, what about mine? How did you stop me when I shimmered?” He finished unbuttoning the last button.
“Shimmer?” Arianna heard new terms every day that people wouldn’t explain. Shimmer was a new one.
“When we’re in day human form, we can use a little of our baku energy and move quicker.” Andrew removed his coat but left his unbuttoned shirt on. “It’s called a shimmer. Everyone does it a different way, but one thing is always the same. The person shimmering is always moving faster than the one not.”
Arianna shrugged. “Maybe I’m just getting better at this night human thing.”
‘Maybe you’re just getting better at reading me,’ he replied.
Andrew smiled his smug smile and moved closer. He took one of her hands and placed it on his bare chest. His heart beat wildly beneath her touch. He seemed to be as entranced with her as she was with him. Arianna wanted to pull away, but couldn’t. It was always like that with Andrew. There was something that blocked all logical thought and drew her to him. She had spent the last year denying it, but it was true. Being alone with him could be dangerous.
Arianna felt the day human skin beneath her hand. It was more textured than his baku skin, but just as hard. Even in his day human form, Andrew was a force to be reckoned with. Andrew exhaled as her hand moved across his skin inadvertently. Arianna stopped as her hand moved to his scarred shoulder. She traced the scar with her fingertips. Andrew stood like stone, allowing her to explore. His emotions were almost as tightly controlled as Devin at this point, but a bit of worry slipped through. Arianna traced the scar along the top of his shoulder, pushing his shirt out of the way as she continued over to his back where she stopped. It was strange to see his otherwise perfect skin marred. When they changed into night humans most cuts healed and often disappeared completely. Only very deep cuts would leave scars. She slipped his arms out of his shirt and stared at the crisscross of scars marking up his back. Andrew had been whipped, and more than once.
“What are these?” she whispered, afraid to say it in her head as he might not answer her. Four new lines ran horizontal on his back over the scarred tissue. Arianna wanted to cover them up and pretend they weren’t there, but she couldn’t help but stare at them.
‘Punishment,’ Andrew replied silently. 
‘Why?’ She still couldn’t break away from looking at the torn skin. It should have been healed. No night human she knew would let cuts go so long unhealed that they could scab over. All he needed to do was change into his night human form. 
‘For seeing you.’ Andrew kept his back to her but she could feel the worry as he answered.
‘Me?’ Arianna was horrified that Andrew would be punished for seeing her. She felt tears beginning to build in her eyes. His uncle, Edward Lucan, was truly a monster.
‘Don’t worry. They go away when I change.’ Andrew pulled Arianna back in front of him, sensing that she was getting sad on him.
‘You haven’t changed in two weeks?’ Arianna fed at least every other day, and had to change to do it.
‘I haven’t had enough blood to do so. I had to be present for tonight, which forced my uncle’s hand.’ Andrew picked up her hands and held them in his own. He placed one of them back on his chest. He liked the feeling of her hands on him as much as she liked to touch him.
‘Why would he keep you from blood?’ Arianna asked, horrified at the thought. The thirst could overpower even strong night humans, making them do things they regretted.
‘I think he suspects that I’m hiding my power.’ Andrew brushed a calloused finger across her cheek and wiped away a tear from the corner of her eye. ‘Don’t worry about me. I have a plan to take care of everything.’ Arianna numbly nodded, still trying to understand how an uncle could be so cruel to his own nephew. Andrew leaned down and pressed his lips to Arianna’s before she could move away or protest. He was so gentle she barely felt it before he pulled back.
“I think they’re ready for us.” Andrew pointed at the door where Devin was shifting again. “We best be getting down there to appease the masses.” Andrew was completely back to his normal arrogant self, with only a hint of sadness behind his eyes. Arianna wanted to stay upstairs and talk more. Her time with Andrew was constantly cut short. Their physical connection was always obvious, but she wanted to know more about him. Andrew intrigued her; he had as many secrets as Devin. Their connection intrigued her even more, and she had a feeling Andrew knew more about it than he led her to believe.
“You have to teach me how to do that someday,” Arianna added as she quickly changed into her night human form. Her features refined as she grew taller, her skin paled and even glistened in the moonlight, but her blue eyes remained. Andrew followed by turning into the monster she first saw over a year ago. His frame doubled in size and his hair turned white. Even though she first though all baku looked the same in night human form, Arianna now could see the differences. His long white hair still had a hint of the waves from his naturally black hair. The muscles that were now shown off in his shirtless outfit, were the same as his day human form, just larger. In fact he now just looked like a larger, paler version of his normal self.
“Do what?” he asked in his now lowered voice.
“You and Devin keep your emotions so covered. I need to learn how to do that. Become more like a robot.” Arianna checked the mirror, and Andrew had been right. Her team had tastefully chosen a dress that would expand enough with her night human body. The tea-length skirt was even still coving her thighs, thankfully, and the top kept everything else in place too. She would have to thank Molina later. Having a girl on her team was beneficial, even when she choose the most horrible frilly pajamas to put her in, like the night not too long ago.
“I could always be more like you,” he suggested as intense emotions hit Arianna. In an instant she was in his arms, meeting him halfway with her lips. It wasn’t the gentle kiss from a moment ago. She couldn’t help but be drawn to him. Everything she felt, and was hiding inside, was being reflected back to her by Andrew. Now she needed him close and pressed against him. Andrew’s hands traced the bodice of her dress while her hands cupped his face. Intense happiness came off him in waves. Arianna felt the same emotions well up inside her. Everything between them was mutual and perfect in that moment.
“But then we would be late to your party.” Andrew stepped back at the sound of the door opening. 
Devin stood just outside, in the hallway, without speaking. Arianna tried to straighten out her dress as a blush crept up her face. She regretted her actions immediately at the sight of Devin. He’d just told her a day ago he loved her, and now, she was caught kissing Andrew. She wanted to tell him that she couldn’t help it, but it wouldn’t make a difference. She needed to learn how to control her emotions like everyone around her.
“I think the dog has grown impatient. We must be needed downstairs,” Andrew said, staring at the open door.
Devin turned to lead the way, but Arianna caught the sigh behind her. It seemed that Andrew didn’t want to leave the room upstairs as much as she didn’t. Arianna concentrated on Devin’s back. There was still no chink in his emotional armor. Maybe he hadn’t actually seen what she’d been doing with Andrew. She hoped he didn’t, but knowing Devin, he already knew. Somehow, he always knew. Arianna continued to blush on the dark stairs as she descended behind him. It was so hard. Behind her was one man who freely gave her his emotions any time she asked, and in front was one that wouldn’t ever be free from his past. Neither asked her to choose, but it felt like she was leading them both on.



 
 
 
NINE


Clouded by the feelings of Andrew, Arianna didn’t see Devin slip beside her until his knife was at Andrew’s throat. His two guards down the stairs moved to jump into the action, but Molina and Turner held them both at bay. Everyone was frozen and staring at Devin and Andrew. Andrew’s large fingers grasped at Devin’s neck, setting the two at a standstill. Devin’s eyes flickered to Arianna during their silent conversation, but his concentration was always on Andrew.
“What are you doing?” Arianna asked Devin, as neither Devin nor Andrew moved. Andrew opened up the conversation.
‘It seems your dog here thinks I’m the root of all evil, and planning to do something to harm you,’ Andrew replied, fingers never leaving Devin’s throat.
‘What now?’ Arianna asked Devin. Exasperated, she tugged at his sleeve. She could easily overpower him, but with his blade so close, and Andrew’s hands at his throat, she didn’t want to put either in more danger.
‘We’ve got surveillance of Edward Lucan planning to overthrow Gabriel. He has been planning this for almost a decade,’ Devin replied. ‘And since his entrance at the party, we’re now more certain, he plans to do it tonight.’
‘There are no plans that I know about,’ Andrew replied.
‘The other purebreds will not stand for a change in the system,’ Arianna replied, still unsure how to get them to both relax. ‘Gabriel already explained this all to me.’
‘They may not stand for mutiny, but from his smug attitude, I think Lucan has found a way around it,’ Devin replied. ‘I was just so kindly asking your escort here what the plan is, and how he plans to hurt you.’
‘Andrew would never hurt me,’ Arianna snapped back. That was one thing she was absolutely sure of.
‘Can you be certain?’ Devin tried to get her to see reason. Andrew was the nephew of her only baku enemy, power-hungry Lucan. Andrew had nothing to gain by being with Arianna.
‘Yes.’ Arianna replied. Andrew gave a smug smile at Arianna’s remark.
“Now everyone, let’s go,” Arianna commanded. Molina and Turner slowly backed away from the two fully-transformed baku. The will of the lesser night humans was easier to command. Stronger night humans would willfully go against her command, but it still took energy. Devin and Andrew continued to stand ready to hurt each other, still both fighting the urge to listen to her.
“It would be so easy to just squeeze,” Andrew said to Devin in a low voice. “Do you think you’d have time to put that blade in far enough before I had time to squeeze?” The two baku guards both snickered, knowing the answer.
“I don’t think you’d want to try me since the blade is laced with nightshade,” Devin replied. It was now Turner’s turn to snort. “I wouldn’t come to a baku party without it.” Devin’s smile was deadly. Even a knick from that blade would incapacitate Andrew. Arianna reached up between the two men and unpeeled Andrew’s fingers while, at the same time, lowering Devin’s blade. She’d had enough with their excessive male bravado.
“Touché,” Andrew replied with a smile and a bow. Arianna gave a disapproving glare to each of them. Andrew offered his arm to her, and she reluctantly took it, not wanting to choose sides. “Guess I’ll escort your girlfriend to her birthday party for you.” Devin glared at him as they walked past. Even Devin couldn’t hide the slight jealousy showing through his normal calm.
Arianna winced at the bright lights as they walked onto the back porch and into the brightly lit nighttime party. While the dearg-duls feared bright lights for their burning effects, the baku seemed to bask in them. Arianna was glad to reach the tent until she realized that she was under the gaze of the hundred hungry people sitting there. All eyed her greedily, wanting a bit of the emotional energy she always threw off. Arianna was to the baku like a light is to insects. Thankfully, she was under Andrew’s aura and away from the constant emotional pull the baku all did, whether consciously or unconsciously.
Under the tent it was just as bright as the walkway, but Arianna’s eyes quickly adjusted. Andrew led her to the head of the table next to Gabriel. Andrew then moved to the empty seat beside her. Lucan smiled at his nephew. Arianna tried to ignore his joy, but obviously Andrew could not. Arianna felt the tension in Andrew as his arm muscles tensed beneath her hand. Lucan was talking to Andrew, but Andrew clearly didn’t approve. Everyone stopped talking as Gabriel stood.
“I’d like to thank everyone for coming tonight to celebrate with us on the birthday of my niece, and our leader, Arianna Grace. Since she has taken over in the past year, we’ve had fewer conflicts with the dearg-dul and one might say she has even brought peace to our lands. We are lucky to have such a great diplomatic leader,” Gabriel began. Arianna blushed and tried to ignore Gabriel talking. Her only diplomacy was her birth. Gabriel continued his speech, while Arianna talked silently to Andrew.
‘What’s your uncle planning?’ she asked.
‘No clue. His decisions never involve my opinion.’ Andrew continued to stare at his uncle. ‘I guess I’m supposed to keep my mouth shut, according to him.’ Lucan’s glare was evident to both Arianna and Andrew.
Arianna looked back up at the crowd as they all proclaimed “Happy Birthday!” together. Most of the people were genuinely happy. As everyone sat down so that dinner could be served, Lucan continued to stand. Gabriel nodded for permission to talk as there was no reason to deny him.
“What a great occasion this is to celebrate,” Lucan began. “But why stop there at a birthday celebration, but at a change of power.” The crowd began to murmur their disapproval. Gabriel was correct in guessing that no one approved of mutiny.
“Are you suggesting a rebellion? Are you making a challenge?” Gabriel asked, his baku form expanding a bit as he stood. Not a single person seated at the large table seemed to agree with Lucan.
“Never, great leader,” Lucan said with sarcasm. “I’m speaking for my nephew, since he’s seated at the left hand of the leader, Andrew assumes second-in-command for tonight.” The talking grew around them from murmurs to talking over each other. Arianna strained to listen to the conversations and understand what was happening. Andrew’s seat meant nothing to her. The males were all seated on the left of the females dates of each baku at the table. It was etiquette to have them there.
‘Please explain,’ Arianna asked her uncle, but Gabriel didn’t reply as he stared daggers at Lucan. Arianna looked around the room, still confused. Everyone else seemed to get what Lucan meant even if she did not.
Andrew reached for her hand, but Devin suddenly stood between them. Devin’s blade was pulled out, and it was obvious that he planned to use it as soon as he could. Andrew didn’t hit back this time. There was none of the bravado of power. Andrew sighed and returned to their silent conversation. 
‘At all times, the second-in-command can challenge the head of the families to a duel for the right to be in charge. The person seated to the left of the leader at formal functions is considered the number two in command. I should have been this coming. My uncle might not be strong, but he’s clever when he wants to be. Gabriel should have been seated here, but since you’re a female, they seated me here as your date.’ Andrew dragged his hands through his hair, wanting to be face-to-face with Arianna, but instead finding himself staring at Devin.
‘This was all a set up?’ Arianna asked Andrew. Disbelief filled her face. Andrew had always been honest with her, at least she thought. She counted back to all the times she had been alone with him in the past year. Not one time did she feel unsafe around him. Was she supposed to? Devin seemed to think so, and now, Devin was correct.
‘Never by me. I truly just wanted to be your date,’ Andrew tried to beg for her to listen to him.
‘And you can’t just decline?’ Arianna demanded. The tension in the tent was mounting, and they were sitting at the core of it. Gabriel was now fuming over having been caught in a trap. His anger wouldn’t hold much longer.
‘My uncle speaks for my family. His word is law in our house.’ Andrew hung his head in defeat. He couldn’t protect Arianna after all.
For ten minutes straight, the people around Arianna argued over the circumstances. All saw that it was a complete set-up by Lucan to gain power, but the rules were the rules. Lucan supporters, who did not support him in a revolt from the current leadership, now easily agreed with Lucan, while most others, who were neutral, or even supported Arianna, did not. There had never been a female baku, let alone a female leader, so there was no real protocol on how to handle the situation. Females always sat to the right of the male they were with. Gabriel was too incensed to calm the people around them; so, they rattled on all their opinions while Arianna sat and watched with Devin standing between her and Andrew. Andrew looked around Devin but made no attempt to talk with her. He was busy in his own conversation and growing increasingly irritated. Arianna felt the fury start to come off him. Devin’s hand rested on the sheathed blade he brought, ready to pounce in a moment’s notice to defend her as the crowd’s arguing grew.
“What’s going on?” someone asked Devin, joining the already growing voices trying to be heard. 
Arianna looked up next to her. Thomas had entered from behind them. He was confused at the ruckus going on and was eagerly looking from one person to the next, trying to get enough of the conversations to understand.
“A challenge was issued,” Arianna replied.
‘What does that mean?’ Arianna asked Thomas silently. He was the only person in the room not upset or even reacting to the news.
‘It’s a fight to submission between the clan leader and the challenger,’ Thomas explained. ‘Who challenged?’
‘Lucan said that Andrew challenged,’ Arianna replied. Thomas looked around Arianna and glared at Andrew also.
‘What an idiot,’ Thomas replied. “Are you really that dense?” Thomas yelled over at Andrew. Andrew didn’t reply. He had been caught in his uncle’s trap just as much as Arianna was.
“The Lucan clan set up Arianna. They had Andrew be her date, and then called for a challenge since he’s seated to her left,” Devin explained over all the commotion.
“Lucan can’t do that,” Thomas replied, shrugging at all the noise. He wasn’t upset at the possibility of a challenge, even though he just asked to be Arianna’s keeper, swearing to protect her less than an hour ago.
“According to the rules he can,” Devin replied. “Andrew is seated on her left. That would be the spot for the second-in-command.” Thomas still waved Devin’s comment away and didn’t even anger in the least.
“No, I know the rules. Yes, the rules state a challenge can be made, but the baku’s tengu is always second-in-command,” Thomas replied. “Even if they are not present. It’s the balance between the baku and tengu.”
“Yes, but Arianna doesn’t have a tengu,” Devin replied, not lowering his knife, which was pointed at Andrew, who wasn’t sitting back down or even trying to contain his rage. Andrew had spent years keeping Lucan from knowing the extent of his real strength, but it was much harder to keep under control when angered. Andrew took a few deep breaths and listened to Devin and Thomas speak.
“Did they not leave me a seat? Arianna doesn’t know the traditions quite yet, and must not have told them about me,” Thomas replied. Devin’s head snapped up as Gabriel finally came out of his fog of rage.
“Is that true?” Gabriel asked. Andrew felt the hope Gabriel had, and Andrew’s power fell back under control.
“Yes, he asked just before coming here,” Arianna replied. She looked to Thomas for an explanation but Gabriel spoke first.
“And he’s tasted your blood?” Gabriel added.
“On multiple occasions,” Thomas replied. “Turner and I both use her blood when protecting her. Everything is set. I just wanted her to agree before I told you.”
Gabriel smiled and stood up. Everyone was instantly silent. Gabriel’s power was strong and threatening, but the calm happiness that settled over him startled everyone. Gabriel wasn’t one to hide his emotions, and the crowd all knew to tune into it to get a better idea of what is going on.
“Your challenge was heard,” Gabriel started. “But there will be no challenge tonight.” The Lucan supporters started to complain. Gabriel flexed his power over the crowd and they easily fell into submission. That’s something I have to learn, Arianna thought. “While we did seat Andrew Lucan at the table next to Arianna it was because her tengu was trying to show respect toward the Lucan clan.”
“She doesn’t have a tengu. That would have been news we all heard of immediately,” Lucan replied. “Quit stalling, and let’s arrange the fight.” Lucan knew, like everyone else, that though Arianna was stronger than Andrew, his experience would win any confrontation. Lucan only hoped his nephew would listen to his orders and get rid of the girl. There was always the slight chance that Andrew would disobey. He had become more stubborn since meeting Arianna.
“If she has a tengu, we will not support any unequal fight between a tengu and baku.” An older man rose from the other end of the table. He was the head of the tengu. His black wings fanned out behind him as he talked. “The tengu only support the baku due to the joint treaty.”

‘What does that mean?’ Arianna asked Gabriel. ‘Why would it be between a tengu and baku if Andrew and I are both baku?’
‘Being your tengu means I have to accept any challenges to your power by fighting for you. It’s a way to keep the power in balance. Tengu will only support a baku leader if a tengu is second-in-command,’ Thomas replied, still not worried about the situation.
Arianna’s head snapped up to stare at Thomas. “You didn’t tell me that was what it meant. I can’t let you throw yourself in front of everyone that challenges me.”
“Have a little faith in the bird,” Turner added from her other side. He was also anticipating a fight and was eager to join in. He might not be able to hunt birds, but the baku would be just as much fun.
“If it comes to a fight, I do so using your blood,” Thomas answered, nodding to Turner for his support. “I might not match a baku in power, but with your blood, I could defeat any tengu that challenges me.”
“You claim to be her tengu?” Lucan asked Thomas. Lucan stood and began to walk forward, but Molina moved between the head of the table and Lucan, holding her poison-laced blade up.
“Anyone with hostility better move away,” Molina suggested. “Baku may be forbidden to shed blood at a celebration, but I’m not. If you’d like to test me, go ahead.”
Lucan looked at the blade and could smell the poison on it. He returned to his chair but didn’t sit down. Molina wasn’t a threat by herself, but the poison was.
“If that’s true,” Lucan said calmly, “Prove it.”
‘How do we prove it? He asked; I said yes. Do we have some sort of lie-detector test?’ Arianna asked Gabriel. 
‘Watch and see.’ Gabriel nodded to Thomas.
“Not a problem,” Thomas replied. “Master?” Thomas bowed to the head tengu.
The head tengu, Malachi, moved to one side of Arianna and Thomas stood on the other. Thomas smiled as if he already knew the secret. Taking the plate offered to him from Patrick, Gabriel’s son and second-in-command, Gabriel set it in front of Arianna. Malachi took the nearest knife and poked his own finger first. He squeezed a large bubble of blood onto the plate. Thomas did the same, putting his dot on the other side of the plate. Arianna looked between them and didn’t understand what was going on. Gabriel reached over and pricked her finger. Gabriel placed a dot of Arianna’s blood between the two other dots. Both of the tengu’s blood began to move toward Arianna’s dot, but her blood already chose Thomas, and it zoomed away from Malachi’s blood.
“That’s enough evidence for me. Blood has been shared and bonded,” Malachi said loudly to the silent crowd. Lucan fumed across the table. “Do you wish to retract your challenge?” Malachi stared down Lucan. Lucan stared back. Arianna finally realized, not a single tengu supported Lucan. His followers were all baku. Lucan didn’t speak, but instead glared at Andrew.
Andrew stood and cleared his throat. “Yes, we wish to retract our challenge.” A collective sigh was heard throughout the room. “In fact, we want to offer our sincere apologies for any disrespect the Grace family might have felt.” Andrew’s eyes bore holes into Arianna as he tried to get his message across. “Actually, I’d like to go even further.” Andrew winced. Lucan was silently screaming at him. “And offer my heartfelt regret that this occurred at all. If Arianna could find in herself to forgive me, I’d like to be her keeper.”



 
 
 
TEN


The people inside the tent stared in complete dumb silence at Andrew. Purebred baku never became a keeper to another. In fact, Andrew was high enough up in the line of power that he should have several keepers of his own by now. No one questioned why he didn’t have a keeper yet as they all feared Lucan, but no one expected that Andrew would want to be a keeper to someone else. Faces all stared at Andrew in shock, but none saw the shock on Arianna’s own face.
‘So, will you accept me?’ Andrew asked Arianna, who was still staring at him, trying to figure out if she’d heard it all correctly.
‘Andrew, you can’t do that.’ Being a keeper meant he could never have one of his own. It also meant he would have to leave his family and always be beside her. Andrew actually looked forward to that part.
Whispers began around Arianna when Andrew didn’t answer her question. Arianna could faintly hear people as they all questioned the same thing. Why would Andrew choose to be a keeper?
‘Why not? The dog did, and he’s second in line to his father,’ Andrew argued. Everyone continued to stare silently at the two of them as they talked mentally.
‘Turner doesn’t have a place in Tricity. He has nothing to throw away. You have a place here. If something were to happen to Gabriel and me, you’d have to take care of everyone.’ Arianna looked over to her uncle to gauge his response. Gabriel was still staring at Lucan. There was more than just tonight between the two men.
‘If something happened to both of you, I’d commit suicide before I’d let my uncle have power over these people. Think about it. This way I can have free access to you—Devin couldn’t say we can’t see each other. And I can be free of my uncle.’ It wasn’t beneath Andrew to beg. He needed to stay be her side.
‘What do you mean, ‘free?’’ Arianna looked across Devin to Andrew. Andrew didn’t reply. ‘Everyone is wondering the same thing as me. Why would you choose to be a keeper?’
Andrew ran his hands back through his hair in frustration and then looked around the room at the blank faces that were still trying to understand what had just happened. One minute there was a challenge to the power of the Grace family by the Lucan family, and the next, the Lucan family was offering to be the keeper for the Grace family. No one was saying a word. It was completely silent in the tent.
‘You hear talking?’ Andrew asked, realizing her last statement. Yes, he saw it on their faces too, but no one was actually speaking.
‘Yes, quietly,’ Arianna was still staring at Andrew, but now looked away. Malachi was still standing next to her. Arianna heard his voice softly though his mouth wasn’t moving.
‘Serves… bastard right… always… down on us… lost his… power… good… finally standing… him.’ Several words were missing, but Arianna heard some of the man’s thoughts. Andrew was right to question her. Arianna heard the thoughts of people who were not talking to her.
Gabriel seemed to be locked in his own conversation and didn’t notice the conversation between Arianna and Andrew. Devin did notice, and ushered her back to her seat. Devin no longer considered Andrew a threat for some reason.
“We will discuss this later,” Devin said quietly to them both. “But right now, I think it’s best that we get back to the house before this all explodes. Our team has fortified the east wing of Gabriel’s house.” Devin directed Arianna, Andrew, Thomas, Turner and Molina out of the tent.
“What do you mean?” Arianna asked as Devin pointed down the way to where she had just been standing. Gabriel was radiating strength. People around him were finally coming to their senses and moving away. Across the table, Lucan was also in full form, flexing his own power.
Devin pushed Arianna to get her walking, as she was enthralled by the scene at the table. Gabriel was glorious, with his long, white hair flipping behind him, and power oozing out of him. Lucan didn’t stand a chance. Lucan’s display of power was actually less than half of Gabriel’s. Arianna didn’t want to walk away, she wanted to see what would happen next. Devin pushed a bit more forcefully, but Arianna couldn’t take her eyes away from the scene. Andrew helped Devin by grabbing her hand. His baku skin sent tingles down her arm, momentarily distracting her from her uncle. Andrew got her feet moving, and everyone closed in around her so that she couldn’t see the battle of wills taking place. Her guard was all close behind as they walked away from the tent. Devin stopped at the patio doors to Gabriel’s house.
“You may enter, but they cannot.” Devin pointed to Andrew’s guards behind him. The two guards looked at Andrew and then each other.
‘Lucan will be pissed if we let him get away,’ the one said to the other. As they talked together, their voices were crystal clear to Arianna. She marveled at this new skill, but didn’t say anything.
‘He needs Andrew’s blood if he plans to actually beat Gabriel and his brat. We need to get him back there now, before Gabriel strikes.’
‘Lucan should have just left Andrew chained in the basement. Andrew doesn’t seem to get how to follow orders. You talk our way in. We can’t let them isolate Andrew from us. We won’t be able to take him back otherwise.’
‘You brought the sedative?’
‘Yes, so start talking. You’re better at this than I am.’
‘Andrew, we need to stay with you. How can you trust the Randolph dog with his poisoned swords?’
Andrew shrugged. “It’s not my decision. Devin said you can’t come in, and I’m not going to leave Arianna alone right now. You can wait out here. It’s not like we’re going anywhere. Right?” Andrew directed his last question to Devin. Devin didn’t reply, but only opened the door for Arianna.
“They are not allowed in,” Devin repeated his earlier statement.
“See you guys in a little bit, when all this energy dies down.” Andrew shrugged as they both moved to protest.
‘We need to stop him. Do something.’ One voice said to the other. Arianna couldn’t tell them apart, but knew from their proximity that it must be Andrew’s guards talking.
“We want to be her keepers also,” the shorter one quickly blurted out.
‘What?’ the other guy asked, while trying to hide the disbelief on his face.
“We, too, want to stay beside our leader and keep her safe.” The one who offered continued with more confidence.
Devin smiled at him and pushed Arianna forward with Andrew right beside her. “We’re not doing any more interviews today beyond Andrew. I advise you to stay outside and not try to get in right now. The house is protected by several anti-baku charms, and along with those, we are each carrying a blade laced with nightshade. Orders are to kill anyone who tries to enter the house. We will return Andrew to you when this all dies down, if he chooses.” Devin ushered Arianna forward, away from the doorway. He saw the desperation in their eyes, so he carefully unsheathed his blade, keeping it away from Andrew. Both boys backed away from the threat that Andrew didn’t even acknowledge.
‘I hope Lucan fed him enough before we left.’
‘Not our problem if he goes nuts and kills everyone.’
‘It is if they kill him.’ 
Both looked up at the two dearg-dul guards, Mica and Nelson, who now stood in the doorway. Their swords were gleaming from the torchlight that lit up the backyard.
Neither moved nor even looked down at the two boys. Andrew’s baku guards weren’t even a threat.
‘Let’s hope they don’t kill him, or we will be dead as well when Lucan finds out.’
 



 
 
 
ELEVEN


Arianna yawned for a third time as she sat on the couch. Devin didn’t move from his spot at the window where he could view the tent, but not the occupants inside it. Turner was pacing the room like a trapped animal while Thomas sat in the corner and read a book. Her keepers were all occupied, but there was nothing for her to do. She really wanted to be back outside to watch Gabriel in action, but no one in the room was going to let her out. Arianna yawned again. It was boring to just sit.
“Go to sleep,” Andrew suggested, his hands were close to her but not touching. She felt the heat pulsate from his hand toward her. There was an undeniable draw to him that she had to keep at bay while others were around. She really just wanted to climb into his lap and take a nap. 
“I can be your pillow if you’d like.” Andrew patted his lap. As Andrew finished his sentence, a sword was drawn and placed at his throat. Arianna looked up and glared at Devin.
“I wouldn’t suggest her sleeping here right now with you, a baku, around,” Devin replied. “And if you suggest something again that could lead to her getting hurt, I might accidentally slip with this sword.”
Andrew was undeterred and pinched both sides of the blade with his fingers carefully to avoid the sharp edge as he pushed it away. Devin always got on his nerves, but this was being a bit excessive. Andrew didn’t know how to get Devin to understand that he cared for Arianna as much as Devin did. 
“And is it exactly safe to be holding a baku-poisoning sword so close to a baku you’re trying to protect?” Andrew hinted at Arianna.
“It won’t hurt her.” Devin smiled wickedly. He truly wouldn’t mind running Andrew through with his sword.
“How do you know that?” Arianna asked, finally realizing that maybe it wasn’t good for her to carry poisoned blades around either. Devin didn’t reply while Arianna huffed her guess. “You tested it, didn’t you? Great. What else have you done with my blood?” Devin was now occupied with the angry Arianna.
Andrew sighed and tussled his long, dark hair as he became a day human again. There was no need to keep his baku form now that they were inside, safely away from the escalating encounter outside. Arianna had released her form before they even entered the house. She didn’t fear anything. Gabriel and Lucan were still outside flexing their muscles, but the fight had yet to actually begin, if it ever would.
“Can you at least tell me what I ever did to piss you off so much?” Andrew asked Devin. He threw his head back on the couch to get comfortable, knowing that his uncle wouldn’t be backing down any time soon. Devin didn’t reply, but moved back to the window and put his blade away. He was obviously done with the conversation. Turner resumed pacing, and Thomas hadn’t even looked up from his book.
“Are you serious about being my keeper?” Arianna asked, turning to him and moving slightly so that their hands would barely touch to relieve the urge she had to throw herself at him. “It wasn’t just a ploy to get away from your uncle, was it?” Hurt hid behind her question.
Andrew sat up and smiled, trying to ease her worry. “Of course I’m serious. I was actually planning to ask you later tonight, but it seemed like a good moment back there. If I wanted to get away from my uncle, I would. This isn’t just an excuse to use you.”
‘Would you?’ Arianna asked silently to Andrew only. ‘I heard those two guys talking. They wanted in because they have a sedative with them.’
Andrew smiled a strained smile and nodded before lying back again on the couch. “You never answered my question, Mr. Alexander.” Devin still made no effort to even acknowledge Andrew was talking to him.
“Your brother killed his family,” Arianna answered quietly. Devin didn’t even turn to look at them as they talked. Devin was in full protection mode again after this new threat had materialized. He was always that way around Arianna. Alone, he was the most caring person she had ever met, but when duty called, he was a soldier and a good one at that. Devin turned from the window and evaluated Andrew.
“What?” Andrew asked, sitting up and looking at Devin for a reply. “My brother died years before your family was attacked. I read about it. You must be mistaken.”
“No, he was alive until thirteen years ago,” Devin corrected. Devin nodded at Turner, who was asking permission to leave the room. “Gabriel and Randolph killed him together.”
“That’s not possible. He died with my family.” Andrew was now sitting on the edge of his seat. He didn’t break the contact with Arianna either, but he was much more alert now. “Everyone died together in the fire.”
Devin gave Andrew a pitiful smile, and tried to ignore Arianna and Andrew’s hands placed so close together. “Is that what Lucan told you?” Andrew didn’t reply.
“Did he ever say what started the fire?” Devin turned to look out the window. It was easier to ignore Arianna’s pull toward Andrew that way.
“No,” Andrew replied. “I don’t have much more than fuzzy memories from it. Lucan lied to me?”
“It appears so,” Devin replied, not surprised by that fact. Devin sat at the window and appeared to relax a bit, but nothing was really relaxed. He was ready to pounce at a moment’s notice. Two fully-transformed, purebred baku were in the backyard having a showdown. Nowhere was safe at the moment.
Andrew shook his head in disbelief that his past was a lie, and even more so that Devin knew more than he did. Andrew looked closer at the man across the room. Devin was poised perfection, a perfectly-molded soldier. He was relaxed, yet attentive. He never missed a beat, and was ready for a fight at a moment’s notice. Randolph had done well picking and training Devin. Andrew had no doubt Devin spoke the truth and had more access to information than Andrew ever did.
“Your uncle and father turned your brother when he was only twelve. He went crazy. Lit the house on fire. It killed your father, mother, and sister, but Lucan and you got out. When Lucan went back in, he found your brother and brought him out as well. Knowing that the kid was crazy, and there was nothing he could do to fix that, he chained him in the basement.”
Mental pictures flooded Arianna of the basement in Lucan’s house and the thick chains to the wall. Arianna looked up at Devin, but he was as closed off as ever. She turned back to Andrew. The hands she saw in the memory were right in front of her. Arianna reached over to his hands and took them in hers as she examined them closer. They were the hands in the chains. In Andrew’s mind, the hands balled into fists and pulled against the chains. There was pain, and desperation to be free. Andrew reflexively did the same, pulling his hands from Arianna.
“He chains you up too,” she whispered. Andrew didn’t reply. Turner returned and threw two packs of blood at Andrew. Arianna looked up and noticed the same thing as Devin already saw: that Andrew, while fed, definitely needed more blood.
“I figured Lucan did that to you too when I saw you earlier. You still had the lines around your wrists until you changed. Is that why you’re here?” Devin asked, knowing there was more than the need to get away from Lucan that brought Andrew to them.
“I’m here for the same reason all three of you are.” Andrew bit into the blood pack and guzzled it. “Arianna is special and needs as many on her side as she can get. I will protect Arianna with every cell in my body.” He ripped open the second pack and finished them both in less than two minutes. 
“Have any more?” Andrew asked. Devin turned to Arianna. She nodded, and Turner left again. “If you doubt me, ask her. Ari can now read people’s thoughts. I can lie all I want, but anything that I think, she can see if she tries.” Devin nodded as if he already knew. “But you know everything now, don’t you.” Devin smiled. Andrew stared over at Devin. How could he be so perceptive and still be just a day human?
Arianna yawned, ending the conversation. “Are they going to take much longer?” Arianna nodded to the window and the tent below in the yard. Power levels were finally steady as each man reached their peak. Gabriel was, by far, the stronger baku, but Lucan wasn’t backing down.
“They are still flexing their power. It will start soon, but nothing will change. Uncle can’t stand up to Gabriel. He’ll use as many tricks as he can and then disappear.” Andrew tipped back and closed his eyes; now that he was actually fed, he was sleepy too. “He’s been waiting years to challenge Gabriel, but it won’t make a difference.”
“Does he have a plan in place?” Devin asked nonchalantly.
“Me,” Andrew replied chuckling. “And I don’t think that’s going to work now. I’m guessing from here on out he’s winging it.”
“Maybe I should go out there. What if something happens to Gabriel?” Arianna asked, standing and walking a few steps toward the door.
“No,” all three men in the room replied in unison. Andrew reached up and took her hand. Electricity zinged through it, even though they were in their human forms. The momentary distraction allowed Andrew to pull Arianna away from the door.
“Let’s just rest a little.” Andrew pulled Arianna back down to the couch. Turner returned with two more packs of blood.
“I’m a bit tired,” Arianna added as she sat. Andrew moved her hand from his and placed it on his knee as he took the blood from Turner.
“Then sleep,” Andrew replied, opening the blood. Arianna wrinkled her nose at the smell. This time, Devin didn’t protest at his suggestion. Something passed between Andrew and Devin, and they now didn’t want to kill each other.
“How can you drink that stuff?” she asked, leaning over and taking a closer whiff. It smelled just as bad close up. Arianna pulled back and wrinkled her nose in disgust. Andrew laughed.
“Um, we’re night humans; that’s what we do,” Andrew replied and drank the first bag all in one gulp. “Relax and get some sleep.” Andrew patted his lap, offering her himself as a pillow again.
“I don’t need Devin skewering you while I’m trying to get some rest.” Arianna yawned again. She snuggled into him and felt his warmth around her. His warmth was different than Devin’s or Turner’s, but Arianna was too tired to ponder it further.
‘Is he safe?’ Devin asked to be sure.
Arianna reached up and touched Andrew’s face. He let all the images in his head fall freely for her to pick through. Arianna smiled as she saw some from his childhood, and then she was fast-forwarded to the first time he met her. Arianna watched through his eyes as he saw her lying on Turner in the choir room getting some rest that she’d desperately needed. Arianna had opened her eyes to stare at him, and he was hit with an incredible desire to just scoop her into his arms and run away. His feelings were overwhelming, and she had to break the connection. He loved her more than anyone she had ever met. Arianna nodded to Devin as she slid closer to Andrew to rest on his bare chest. Turner and Thomas left the room and Arianna was alone with Devin and Andrew. She hesitated slightly, hoping that it wasn’t a set up so that they could finally kill each other. Arianna looked from Devin to Andrew. Neither held a bit of violence between them, but that could always change.
“Ari, get some sleep, please,” Devin begged. Arianna looked back at him and tried again to crack his silent exterior. There was nothing. Devin had complete control of his emotions, as always. Arianna nestled closer to Andrew and closed her eyes. This new warmth overwhelmed her, and she couldn’t remain conscious for long.
 



 
 
 
TWELVE


Words floated through Arianna’s mind. She felt the warmth of Andrew beneath her, but the words floated in nonetheless. In a half-dreamlike state, Arianna lay and listened to Devin and Andrew talk. Andrew’s words were a bit muffled as she lay against his chest, but she heard them, waking her a bit.
“Did my brother really live for two years without me knowing?” Andrew asked Devin as Arianna snuggled into his lap to get comfortable. Andrew shifted his arms as she moved, and didn’t look down at her.
“Yes. From what Gabriel has uncovered, Lucan rescued him from the fire. Lucan had the choice of who to save in your family as your father was unconscious. He could have taken any of you—you, your mother, your father, your sister. He chose your brother.”
“And me.”
“No, not you,” Devin replied, shuffling papers working on endless paperwork.
“But he saved me. That’s the only way I got out of there.” Andrew was confused. When the fire first started, he was in bed. He woke to the smoke and crawled downstairs. Maggie’s door was already open as he passed, and he assumed she was gone as he didn’t feel any life in the room. Andrew wondered why no one came up to get him when they got his sister since there was no feeling of life in her room. After he was rescued, he found out that Maggie was already dead and that’s why he didn’t feel any life in the room. Andrew didn’t have any memories beyond looking for Maggie. He woke days later in the hospital to find that his family was all dead. The nurses told him that Lucan had saved him.
“No. Turns out you got out on your own, probably because you were smaller and the smoke didn’t reach you as quickly. Lucan’s men found you outside the house and assumed he saved you first and went back in. Turns out he didn’t. He only saved your brother.” Devin had read Lucan’s personal account of the fire from the stolen diary Randolph found years ago.
Andrew reached down and stroked Arianna’s head, twirling her hair between his fingers as he thought. Andrew didn’t doubt that his uncle had been lying to him. A man who saw fit to chain his nephew to the basement wall was capable of anything. Andrew’s hands through her hair relaxed Arianna, but she was still awake. Arianna didn’t overhear and intrude on his thoughts, though she wanted to. Andrew mindlessly rubbed his sore wrists. They wouldn’t heal completely until he changed again with the new blood in him.
“How long has he been holding you in the basement?” Devin asked. Andrew’s head snapped up, and he considered not answering.
‘Trust him,’ Arianna said sleepily. ‘If you trust him, maybe he can trust you.’ Andrew kissed a lock of her hair that he held in his fingers. She wanted peace between them. He would do anything for her, including befriending the Randolph dog if she asked.
“About a year now. He finally figured out that I actually have been a baku longer than he thought. He’s a bit pissed and greatly afraid. He suspects that I have more power than I let on, but there’s no way for him to know for sure. I’ve been hiding my strength my whole life, and am very good at it.” Andrew already knew Arianna was awake, but didn’t tell Devin. Though he might not need to; Devin knew Arianna better than anyone.
“And why don’t you just leave?” Devin asked, not returning to his papers.
“And go where? Anyone that found me half-starved would send me back to Lucan. And on top of that, what would I do to get blood? Attack innocent people? As much as you want to think I’m my brother, I’m not.” Arianna felt anger course through Andrew, though it was directed at his uncle rather than Devin.
“Did you truly not know your brother was alive?” Devin finally asked.
Andrew shook his head no. “If I’d known, I’d have done something. Monster or not, he was still my brother.” Andrew remembered his older brother. His broad shoulders and wavy blond hair were so much more like his father and the Lucan family than Andrew ever was. Andrew’s own dark curls were completely from his mother’s side. Alex was the future of the family, and they had so many hopes riding on him. Lucan and Andrew’s own father suspected Alex would one day rule the clan. Plans were always made for Alex, and Andrew was left forgotten.
“There was nothing left of your brother after he set the fire. He was completely crazed, and it didn’t help that Lucan kept him locked away and underfed.” Devin looked over and watched Andrew rub his wrists more. They had done surveillance of the basement chamber during a mission in the baku territory. After Alex attacked his family, Devin was granted full access to the data, and he had watched all the tapes they had acquired.
 “The notes on the night my family died are lost, but from what Gabriel and Randolph could tell, your brother broke free of his bonds and tried to run. Alex was too lost in his hunger when he stopped by my neighbor’s house and killed both of them. He wasn’t satisfied and came to my house. He killed my father, who was downstairs asleep in front of the TV, first. We were day humans and had no idea about this other world of night. Then he went upstairs and killed my mother and older sister. Randolph found him when he was killing my sister, but didn’t act since he didn’t want to start a war over a dead child. She was already gone. When Randolph realized I was still in the house, he went up to my room to confront Alex. Your brother had tried to bite me while I laid there, awake. It was this that probably saved my life. Your brother was equal in power to Randolph when he was fully fed. He couldn’t feed on me because I was awake. Alex was a tough match for Randolph, and fought evenly with him until Gabriel arrived. Gabriel and Randolph together took him out as they tried to subdue him. Your brother wouldn’t let them, probably for the same reason you wouldn’t run. They found me next. I was bitten but unharmed. Randolph took me in.”
“And why not live with Gabriel? Then you could have stayed here,” Andrew wondered. He relaxed and began to play with Arianna’s hair again. It was good to finally get the truth, but even better to be holding onto her as he was told.  Arianna calmed him like nothing in his life. Andrew could never deny the pull between them.
“And live with a giant, white monster that was just like what killed my family? I was only five at the time, but I still knew. Gabriel was one of them.” Devin laughed a bit, remembering his fear of Gabriel. He looked so much like the other monster. Devin hung onto Randolph and wouldn’t let go. Now he knew that he clung desperately to one of the most ruthless leaders the dearg-dul ever had. Devin was a mere fly to the man; yet, Devin didn’t know that on that day.
“Instead, you were raised to kill the kind that killed your family?” Andrew asked, amused at the irony of the situation. Devin stared at Andrew, waiting for Andrew to understand. Gabriel wasn’t the enemy. Devin always knew that. “No, I get it,” Andrew said, understanding. Devin wasn’t raised to kill baku. Now Andrew could see the truth, Devin was raised to kill one baku in particular: Edward Lucan. Devin wasn’t his enemy, but his savior and comrade in the same quest.
“Are you here to be free, or here to be with Arianna?” Devin asked, avoiding the subject that Andrew already seemed to get. Arianna, on the other hand, was still confused, but she wanted to learn more. She refused to open her eyes and ask.
“I am, and will always be, here for Arianna. I will protect Arianna with my life. Freedom from Lucan is just a bonus. I was actually going to ask Arianna after dinner if I could be her keeper, but it seemed like I’d need to get my question out quicker the way things were going. I got the idea that we wouldn’t be making it to the meal.” Andrew held back from kissing her sleeping forehead again as he talked. Devin may be letting her sleep in his arms now, but if he made any move, Devin could be across the room faster than humanly possible. Andrew felt the tension lessening in Devin, but he was still cautious.
“If you’re serious, you need to be willing to follow one rule: Arianna’s safety comes before everything else,” Devin replied.
“Meaning?” Andrew looked up, and then around the room. Thomas and Turner were back and also following the conversation.
“Lose the baku you have protecting you,” Devin said. “They are standing outside the house right now trying to find a way in. You can’t be protecting her if there are people following you around sworn to protect you. No one here is allowed to be around her unless she comes first. To them, you come first.”
Andrew waved a hand of dismissal, but the three men watching him were quietly analyzing him. “Not a problem. I didn’t plan to keep them around anyway. Send them away as soon as you want. Do whatever you please with them. They’re only trying to get in here to drug me and take me back.”
“So, you know that?” Thomas asked in surprise, not being able to keep his mouth shut. Andrew was by far the strongest baku around, next to Arianna and Gabriel. It wouldn’t be hard for him to just get rid of the measly followers. In fact, even Thomas could get rid of them.
“How dense do you think I am? I’ve always known that. It’s just now you guys know too. Did Ari tell you?” Andrew asked, looking over at Devin for an answer.
“No. How would she know?” Devin replied. They had been tracking Andrew since his first encounter with Arianna over a year ago.
“I’m sure she heard them talking silently. She was a bit concerned before, so I assumed she might have told you.” Andrew shrugged and smiled down at her. Arianna was frozen at her name again, bringing her closer to consciousness, and no longer wading in the warmth of her pillow.
“In their heads?” Thomas asked, trying to analyze how Arianna could be changing again. He had been meticulous, over the last year, to report every little change he observed back to Devin. Arianna was still young, and it could take up to five years for her powers to stabilize.
“Yeah, she can hear that now,” Andrew replied. It would have been a great secret in any other case, but these three men all knew Arianna better than he did himself.
Devin was amazed and sat silent as he comprehended the growth of her power. He suspected something was different, but he wasn’t sure. Little changes were often happening, and were expected, but this was greater than anything he could fathom. Being able to hear thoughts not directed at her? This could help keep her safe.
“Since when?” Thomas asked.
“Tonight.” Andrew tenderly stroked the side of her face. She was back in deep sleep on his chest. “How much has changed this past year?” 
“A bit here and there. Nothing to worry about yet,” Devin replied. Devin was worried that things could progress too fast and affect her more than just physically.
“And now?” Andrew asked. Andrew couldn’t help but also worry that her power would take off too quickly and consume her as it did his brother. Andrew didn’t know his brother survived the fire, but he knew the state his brother was in to start it. Andrew secretly watched his uncle and father turn his brother. It had changed Alex. Everything happened too fast, and the kind, loving brother Andrew remembered disappeared. Devin, of all people, knew what could happen if someone grew too fast in their night human powers.
“She is stable,” Thomas replied as he looked over her aura. Thomas studied her until he saw something new but quickly found his composure without being able to look across the room. Devin nodded at Turner and sighed. Andrew looked down at his arm wrapped around the deeply sleeping Arianna. He saw what Thomas had been looking at and nodded. Andrew’s night human essence intertwined with Arianna’s essence.
Devin paused. Arianna felt a hint of some emotion breaking through his calm, collected self, and it woke her from her slumber slightly. “And Ari? Are you serious?”
“Yes,” Andrew replied, not missing a beat. “I think I love her.” Andrew leaned down and kissed her forehead before murmuring quiet words that sent her deeper into sleep.
 



 
 
 
THIRTEEN


Arianna woke from her dream in panic. Nothing felt right. Emotions and words swirled around her and confused her. Everything was jumbled. Terror struck her, making her gasp a bit before finding her breath again. She sat up and rubbed her eyes, discovering herself alone in the living room where Devin and Andrew had just been talking. Taking a deep breath, Arianna attempted to calm down from all the muddled feelings she’d awoke with from the dream. It was just a dream. Her heart beat fast, and she tried to calm down. She tried again to remind herself—just a dream. Looking for security, she easily found all four of her keepers down the hallway in the kitchen. They sat around the table, talking. Arianna scanned the house and found that Molina was sitting just outside the door, vigilant as ever. Everyone was keeping her safe. It should be peaceful, but her heart continued to beat hard. Arianna still felt terrified. Something was wrong.
In an instant, Andrew was sitting beside her on the couch. If she hadn’t felt his presence, she would have never even heard him enter the room. Andrew was a silent hunter, and the best of his kind. His stalking had been perfected over the years to avoid his uncle, but it was the best asset a baku could have. Molina didn’t even flinch outside the room. She hadn’t felt him pass her. Andrew was more powerful than Gabriel, and could be more deadly if he chose.
“Sorry we left you alone,” Andrew said softly, not wanting to startle her. Arianna looked up and reached for him, taking his outstretched hand to calm herself. “We were talking before, after you fell asleep, and it seemed to keep you from reaching deep sleep. Devin said you haven’t been resting well, so we didn’t want to interrupt you.” His words were perfectly chosen. Arianna nodded. She assumed that Andrew knew more than he was admitting, and he kept it hidden deeply in his mind.
His hand calmed her a bit, but she still felt the panic out there. Someone was in trouble and needed help, but Arianna couldn’t tell if it were friend or foe with her new power. All she could tell was that there was pain and sorrow, and it came in waves.
“Where’s Gabriel?” Arianna asked, looking past Andrew to the doorway. Could Gabriel be in trouble? The terror came back to her. It wasn’t her dream. It was real. She had felt something. In the doorway was a shadow, but the emotion wasn’t from him.
“He’s still chasing Lucan,” Devin replied, remaining in the doorway. His eyes only stayed a second longer than normal on her hands wrapped in Andrew’s. His emotions, as always, stayed in check.
Arianna looked back to Andrew and realized he was still in his baku form. He wasn’t letting his guard down. Was there danger? Arianna wanted to look around the room and then the house, but Andrew’s touch distracted her.
“Gabriel has him cornered at the docks,” Andrew added. Devin entered the room and looked toward Andrew in a silent exchange. Somehow, during her nap, they seemed to have gotten on the same side. Arianna could remember only vague parts of their talk while she slept. The blush creeping into her cheeks from Andrew’s last words disappeared instantly as another wave of terror swept over her.
“What’s wrong?” Devin asked. He didn’t need to be a baku to read her face. Something wasn’t right. Devin moved closer but didn’t touch her. He left her in Andrew’s arms for comfort.
“I don’t know. I just feel as though something bad has happened.” Arianna paused and closed her eyes. Andrew let go of her hand to let her concentrate. She could sense Gabriel in the north. “Gabriel is that direction.” Arianna pointed northeast. He was fine. Nothing bad was going on. He wasn’t even out of breath. He was silently stalking his prey, actually seeming to be enjoying his hunt a bit.
“And Lucan is slightly more north,” Andrew added. “They haven’t met up yet.”
“Yet?” Arianna asked. She searched and found Lucan. He was also still fine. Nothing of terror from him, just a cold, calculating man hoping to outwit the older baku. He was busy forming a new plan, but even he didn’t have any hope behind it.
“After the power bravado display, Lucan left and has been running all night from Gabriel. He’s now trapped, and it won’t be too much longer before Gabriel will find him. My uncle may be good at that game, but Gabriel is the leader for a reason.” Andrew seemed indifferent to the outcome of the night. Arianna looked over at him. He truly didn’t care about anything for the moment beyond Arianna. Devin had nothing to worry about with Andrew. He would be just as devoted as each of her other keepers, maybe even more so.
“What direction is the bad feeling?” Devin asked, stepping closer, but keeping a bit of a distance from Andrew. His hand was loosely placed over the dagger in his belt, but Arianna knew that expression. Camaraderie and all, Devin was still not comfortable with a completely changed baku. Arianna thought to ask Andrew to change back to his day human, but it wasn’t that easy when you felt threatened. Andrew was in full protection mode.
“South,” Arianna replied. Andrew closed his eyes and scanned the area. He shook his head no to Devin. Andrew couldn’t feel the same feeling of dread Arianna felt.
“Maybe it was just in your dream,” Devin suggested, relaxing only a bit.
Arianna shook her head no as well. “I know what I felt. It’s only faint now, but it’s still there.” Arianna reached over to Andrew and took his hand. She ignored the zings that shot through her arm at the touch of his skin. Andrew closed his eyes again and used her sight to scan to the south.
Andrew felt the wave of panic hit. Someone was in trouble and terrified. Someone else was in great pain and maybe even dying. Voices crowded the background and their words jumbled together. They needed help, whoever they were.
When Andrew opened his eyes, he turned back into his day human form and looked straight at Devin. The threat wasn’t at their place, but farther south. Arianna was safe, though someone else was not. “She’s right. There’s someone calling for help in that direction. It’s a night human in pain. I don’t know the voice, but it’s secondhand through Ari, so I’m not sure I’d recognize anyone that way.”
“We will send someone to check it out,” Devin said as Molina entered behind him. Molina nodded and began talking into her microphone to Mori.
“No,” Arianna replied, standing up. “I have to go. This is my home. If someone here is hurt, it’s my obligation to help them.” The night humans were her responsibility, and if she chose to ignore their calls, she wouldn’t be the leader she wanted to be.
“No,” Devin answered back. “It’s not safe for you to be outside while Lucan is still loose.” Devin was firm in his opinion, but Arianna didn’t budge.
“It doesn’t matter. Someone is hurt. I don’t know why, but I feel like it’s someone I know. I have to go,” Arianna added, moving forward and changing to her night human form. At that rate, Devin wouldn’t be able to stop her. She was too fast for day humans, and most night humans, to keep up with. Devin huffed and tried to find a response. Arianna wasn’t taking orders this time.
Devin reached down and pinned a tracker on the belt of her dress. She moved too fast to keep accurate track of sometimes, and they needed to be able to follow as quick as they could. Devin reached up and touched her cheek with a sigh. He regretted that he couldn’t stop her.
“I’ll be fine,” Arianna replied to Devin. Devin wanted more of a reassurance than her word, but that would have to do.
“No matter who they might be, do not leave the Grace property,” Devin begged.
“I’ll be right beside her,” Andrew reassured Devin. “And Thomas can keep up in the air.” Thomas nodded from the hallway. “We’ll keep her safe.” Andrew’s promise sounded more like a threat as they disappeared from the house in the direction of the cry for help.
Wind whipped through Arianna’s hair as she ran, but she wasn’t afraid. Andrew kept up, right beside her. Easily she followed the voice resonating in her head. The call wasn’t far from the house after all, and nowhere near the edge of the Grace lands. It was safe ground, but whoever was calling was not safe. Arianna slowed down as she neared the cry for help. She immediately recognized the voice as that of her cousin Patrick, Gabriel’s son. He was nearby somewhere. She scanned the area for him and instantly found him. He was on the ground covered in blood. Arianna heard his pleas to his father screaming in her mind now that she was so near him.
‘Dad, you have to come quick. Ken is dying,’ Patrick called out. Gabriel didn’t respond.
“Patrick,” Arianna approached carefully with Andrew right behind her. Thomas swooped down and stood to her other side. Patrick was concentrating so hard on trying to reach his father that he didn’t notice her approach. “Patrick,” she said again, a bit louder, but still trying not to startle the man. She wasn’t sure that he would recognize her. The gore on him was a mixture of blood from several people, and he was covered in it. “Are you alright?”
Patrick finally looked up. Relief lit up his face at the sight of her. He tried to stand, but the moaning body he was holding kept him on the ground.
“You’re covered in blood,” she said. “Yours?”
“It’s mostly Ken’s,” Patrick indicated to the pile of clothes and blood in his hands. “We were attacked by outsider night humans not from around here. They were working together, though neither of them spoke. It was an ambush. I don’t have enough blood in me to help him. Please, save Ken.”
Andrew reached down and took the limp body from Patrick’s arms. He meant to examine the tengu, but wasn’t sure where to start in the mess of blood and torn clothes. He gingerly turned the body over to find the source of the fresh blood that was still coming out. Startled, he turned back to Patrick.
“Where are his wings?” Andrew asked.
‘Wings?’ Arianna looked at Ken, unsure if she ever could tell that he was really a tengu.
‘This is Patrick’s tengu,’ Andrew replied, carefully turning over the bloodied man. Thomas gasped at the long cuts down the man’s back where his wings should have been. Thomas knew personally what it meant to lose your wings, death.
‘Will a drop of blood be enough to heal this?’ Arianna looked at the men with her for an answer. Ken wasn’t dead yet, but even so, he wouldn’t live to see the next day with the blood slowly seeping out of him. Arianna felt that the life within him was growing fainter. She recognized the feeling as the terror she felt earlier.
“You can’t heal a tengu once they have lost their wings,” Thomas said quietly. 
Patrick despaired over his dying friend. Andrew held onto Ken’s body, checking him over for other wounds. He had a few scratches that were minor but bleeding. The only major problem was the wings. 
“Ari, can you give him a drop of blood?” Andrew asked. Arianna was hopeful that meant Andrew thought he could be healed. “It won’t keep him from dying, but it will give him a few more minutes. We need to know more about what happened.” Andrew nodded to Patrick, who was visibly lost. Arianna heard Patrick’s plea to his father, who wouldn’t be responding until he caught Lucan. Patrick was no longer listening to them while he called for help. Arianna pricked her finger and dropped a drop of blood into Ken’s mouth. Wounds across his body started to pull together. Andrew pushed Ken’s bloody and sweat-drenched hair out of his face.
“See, my blood heals,” Arianna replied hopefully.
“You can heal wounds, but this is much more,” Thomas replied, looking down at the broken man. The worst fate for a tengu was to lose their wings. It was a painful and agonizing death. “The wings of a tengu make them a night human, just as the fur Turner grows. It contains the essence of what we are in one vulnerable spot. Without them, we cease to exist.”
“Ken,” Andrew asked quietly, not wanting to jar the pained man from his acceptance of death. “Can you hear us?”
“Yes,” he responded in a barely audible croak. His raspy voice broke Patrick’s concentration, and he immediately appeared at his friend’s side. Patrick and Ken were childhood friends and partners in the night world since they were children. They had done everything together growing up, from their first school dance to graduating from college. Ken was the brother Patrick always wanted.
“We need to know who did this,” Andrew replied. 
Molina and Devin approached, finally arriving to the same location. Devin went directly to Arianna’s side while Molina moved to Patrick, checking him over.
“A girl and a guy,” Ken replied. Patrick nodded and just held his dying friends hand. “They were night human but a different type than us. Something was strange with them. I couldn’t figure it out. I was caught trying to understand them when they attacked.”
“Do you know what they were?” Devin asked, kneeling beside Andrew and joining the conversation.
“I don’t understand,” Arianna said, quietly backing up to talk more to Thomas. They stood a few feet away and ignored the details Devin and Andrew were getting from Ken. She couldn’t just stand by and watch Ken die. “He’s almost completely healed from the fight. My blood can do that. I don’t smell any fresh blood on him. He’s healing, yet still dying.”
“You can heal the superficial wounds, but you can’t heal what makes him a night human once his wings are broken from his body. His night human essence is gone,” Thomas explained to her. Devin and Molina joined Andrew, who was sitting on the ground with Ken. Ken was trying to give as many details as he could in the time he had left. All three intently listened and asked questions while Patrick held onto his friend.
“But why can’t I just use my blood to glue back on his wings? If my blood can make his skin heal, why not his wings?” Arianna was still confused. The wounds on his body healed. Ken was already getting better. She just needed more blood to finish it up.
“The wings don’t work the same way. Trust me, many have tried. No one wants to see their loved ones die this way.” Thomas looked down at the man. He was dying a horribly painful death.
“But he’s alive and talking,” Arianna looked down at the man with yellowing skin. He was alive, but not by much. She could tell he was dying, but she just didn’t want to admit it.
Devin stood as Ken stopped talking. “Take samples,” he directed Andrew. “We can get them back to Mori to analyze.” He turned to Arianna. “You don’t need to stay around for this. Please take her to the car,” he told Thomas.
“And Turner?” Thomas asked about the missing companion. 
“He’s out tracking their scent,” Devin explained, turning to Andrew and handing him the supplies from Molina.
Thomas pulled Arianna towards the car. “I knew the dog would be good for something,” Thomas joked, trying to lighten the mood. Arianna could barely smile and not find a laugh. He put a comforting arm around her shoulders and guided her toward the car. Thomas tried his best to shield her from the situation. Arianna was always too kind to be living in the night human world. Looking at her like his little sister, Thomas only wanted to keep that innocence alive as long as he could. As they neared the open door, Arianna stopped.
“I have to at least try,” she said, shrugging off his arm and running back to the barley-breathing, injured man.
Andrew stood, handing tubes to Devin from the samples he collected. “It was mostly his blood, but there’s something else mixed in it. Hopefully we got a bit of them so that we can figure this out. It could mean war.”
“That’s one thing I’m hoping to avoid at all costs. We don’t need any more uninvited visitors around,” Devin replied, taking the samples and placing them in the open bag Molina was holding.
“I want to help,” Arianna said from behind the two men, catching their attention as she kneeled at Ken’s side. “Let me try. You’ve said so yourself. My blood is different. I’m different. Please let me try.” Devin wanted to protest, but he saw the desperation in her eyes. Ken was past the ability to reject her offer, barely staying awake through the pain. “If it’s my job to heal everyone and protect them, I have to try,” she reasserted, growing in confidence.
“It will take more than a drop to heal this,” Devin said. Arianna was not deterred. Devin nodded. It wasn’t worth fighting about. He pulled a second blade out of his belt and handed it to her.
“What do I do?” she asked, looking from the blade to Ken. She didn’t really think Devin would let her try. Now that she was getting her way, she didn’t know what exactly to do.
“A cut across your palms will bleed enough to use,” Devin replied.
Thomas returned with the wings. Patrick stood and desperately moved to the head of his friend. Andrew rolled Ken over, exposing the gaping holes in his back where his wings should have been attached. Thomas shuddered slightly at the sight, even though his wings were tucked back already and not near any harm. Arianna kneeled near Ken and looked at the knife. Thomas placed the wings down onto the hole, and Ken flinched at the pain.
“Hold him still,” Andrew ordered Patrick. Patrick grasped his friend’s shoulders and pinned him to the ground. Arianna still stared at the wounded wings, unsure if she could actually cut herself. Andrew looked up to Devin, and he nodded. They were back into their own silent conversation and only using gestures.
“This is her choice,” Devin replied. He didn’t want her to try and be disappointed when it failed. Thomas was right. Others had tried and failed many times. Arianna was only setting herself up for disappointment.
“Ari,” Andrew said softly. “You need to do it now, or let him die in peace.” Arianna nodded. Andrew was only stating what she already knew.
“I want to, but,” she held up the knife. The thought of actually cutting herself scared her. A prick of the finger was fine, but a cut was scary. “Can you?” She held the knife out to Andrew and her palm up.
“Are you sure?” he asked. ‘You trust me?’ he added in his mind.
‘Completely,’ Arianna replied. 
Andrew took the knife and sliced down the palm of her hand. Arianna didn’t think about the momentary pain as she pressed her bleeding hand onto the back of the injured tengu. Ken screamed in pain as her blood made contact. Arianna held her hand there as she felt the wound pull at the blood within her. She closed her eyes and concentrated, needing to feel the pull of the skin together and the wings mending. Arianna started to weaken. She didn’t have enough strength to fix the broken wings. Andrew reached over and placed his hands on hers. She felt a knick on his finger, connecting his blood to her. The warmth of his strength filtered through her. After minutes of pressing that seemed like hours, Thomas let out an audible gasp. Arianna opened her eyes and saw a slight twitch in the wings.
“This isn’t possible,” he said to no one in particular.
“She’s not possible,” Devin reminded him.



 
 
 
FOURTEEN


Arianna woke in her bed at the Randolph manor. Devin was sitting beside her, reading as usual. He continued to read when he didn’t hear her wake. His normally short blond hair was starting to curl around his ears and at the base of his neck. Taking care of himself never seemed too high on his list of things to do. There was even a bit of fuzz on his face. Arianna wanted to reach over and run her hands through his hair, but didn’t want to disturb his reading. 
Arianna had technically taken over for her grandfather after he was murdered last year, although Devin was really the one running the Randolph estate. Arianna tried to help, but he really took care of everything for her. He looked after day-to-day business, and had a never-ending pile of papers from the lords. On the side, he was also intent on watching over Arianna, so he in reality he never had a moment’s rest. He read a little bit more before talking.
“How long this time?” she asked, finally breaking the silence. Devin reached over and cupped her face in his hands. He looked into her eyes and stared until he was satisfied.
“You were out for two days at your aunt’s place before we came here last night.” Devin set down the papers. “Do you feel like anything is off? You used up almost all of your energy healing Ken.”
“I’ve been off for weeks,” Arianna admitted. She looked back to him and saw he was still waiting for an answer. Devin was worried about the excessive amount of energy she used to heal the dying tengu. “But no, nothing new this time.”
“Good. Then we need to call a quick meeting of the council. They’re all here at the estate.” Devin shuffled through his papers, reorganizing them. He turned to her and moved closer on the bed.
“What for now?” Arianna asked. Arianna was growing more and more impatient with the council. She dreaded every meeting that they called, and she didn’t want to start calling her own. The old, unpleasant men were a bit too much to handle.
“To tell them you’ve made some progress, and that we need to be left alone so that you can get to know your two new keepers better,” Devin replied, pulling her onto his lap. Arianna had to concentrate to keep from melting into his arms.
“Get to know better? I already…” she began, but Devin put a finger on her lips and silenced her with a kiss. It was the first time in a while that he’d made a move on her. Of course they were completely alone in her bedroom, but it was still nice to see him feel anything toward her.
‘What’s going on?’ Arianna tried to pull away, but Devin stopped her. A slight chink in his emotional armor opened, and she felt his love seep out. Arianna wanted to relish in the feeling that was so often hidden, but he silently answered her question first, knowing that she could hear his thoughts if they were loud enough.
‘Security has been breached. We need to get out of here, but we need a good cover. Mori has already set everything up. I’ll explain more later. We’re being monitored, so we can’t go quiet for long.’ Devin pulled back from the kiss and stared at her a bit more before continuing. ‘At least not without keeping occupied with something that requires no talking.’ Devin maneuvered Arianna off his lap and under him. He rested on his arms above her as he began kissing her again.
‘Breached?’ Arianna could only squeak out one thought before she decided she would rather enjoy the attention from Devin. Security problems were instantly forgotten.
‘Someone is trying to harm you, so plan B was put into action. Gabriel left first, but will be back soon to get you.’ Devin was finding no difficulties in making out with Arianna while talking at the same time. Arianna, on the other hand, couldn’t fully comprehend the words he was saying. Devin noticed and stopped mid kiss. Arianna pulled back and sighed. He was back in protection mode already, his heart bottled up. ‘Andrew is waiting for you.’
Arianna flinched at Andrew’s name. She shouldn’t be making out with one boy one day, and another the next. She knew how Andrew felt about her, and unless she made up her mind and chose one of them, she wasn’t being fair to either. Devin rolled to his side and gently touched her face. Arianna closed her eyes and just felt his touch. His calloused fingers were always gentle with her. It was different than the sparks that went with Andrew’s touch, but not any less satisfying. Andrew was exciting and she was drawn to him, but Devin was mysterious and just as loving when they were alone. Arianna’s heart felt like it was being torn in two. She loved them both in their own ways.
“Has the council met my keepers then?” Arianna asked, looking around the room for the source of their spying. Nothing stood out, but Devin seemed to be sure that their conversation was not private—even in her own bedroom.
“No, they’re waiting in the living room to go with us.” Devin nodded to the room outside her door.
Arianna pulled Devin close and kissed him again. ‘That’s Patrick in the living room, not Andrew.’
‘And Patrick is pretending to be your new baku keeper. It was his offer after you saved Ken’s life.’ Devin kept the kiss going, not necessarily out of necessity.
‘I saved him?’ Arianna asked, completely forgetting what she had been doing before she passed out this time. It was becoming a regular thing now, so she hadn’t thought back to the moment.
“What happened back at home?” Arianna asked, momentarily distracted from their kissing session.
“Just as you suspected, you could save Ken. You’re stronger than anyone can imagine. The council will be happy to hear that.” Devin raised his eyebrows, mocking his own comment. Devin reached over and pulled Arianna on top of him. Arianna wanted to struggle and wiggle away, but it was too nice to be so close to him, no matter how torn her heart was. 
“Can’t we just stay here, alone, little longer?” Arianna complained. It was true that her time with Devin was limited lately—mainly because she kept falling asleep. Since Devin was offering, Arianna was going to try to take advantage of the situation and have more time with him. It was only a secondary benefit that she could avoid the council.
“That’s a thought,” Devin’s fingers traced her back, ending up on her neck, “but I’m sure we need to get to the meeting. They’ll all be happy to hear the news on the keepers. If you really insist we stay here, though, it’s your word I must follow.” Devin raised his eyebrows, challenging her to order him around. Arianna hadn’t, and couldn’t, bring herself to order him around. Arianna heard Patrick cough from the living room. His hearing was excellent in his baku form.
“What else would they love to hear?” Arianna asked, teasing Devin as she cuddled closer to him, bodies so close that he sighed.
“That you’re awake and ready to meet with them,” Devin replied, extracting himself from the bed reluctantly. Arianna reached back up to him and tugged at his arm. He tried to keep his cool and pull away, but couldn’t when she was making her sad face.
“Maybe we can stay here just a little bit longer?” she begged, knowing how to get her way. Devin sighed. It was a battle he wasn’t going to win. Responsibility warred with his duty to make her happy.
After delaying the inevitable, Arianna finally got up and met with the council. Arianna stood in front of the men she despised for the second time in less than a week. All twelve of them ignored her and continued talking with their neighbors. They were beginning to feel she wasn’t worth their time unless they called the meeting. Arianna tried to glare at Devin for actually making her meet with them again, but couldn’t get thoughts from the morning out of her mind. He didn’t smile back, but she felt the confidence radiate off him. Arianna focused back on their silent conversations but immediately grew grumpier. Not a single person was willing to acknowledge her even in their minds. Finally, the chatter calmed down as Seeger stood.
“And to what do we owe the pleasure of your company for this emergency meeting?” Lord Seeger asked, though he already knew why they had been called. Arianna already got that he was the one that bugged her room to listen in on even her most private conversations. The presence of the tengu and baku behind her explained it all to the rest of the council also.
“I have a formal commitment from a tengu. After our last meeting, Thomas asked me to stay on as my keeper. My cousin Patrick owes me a life debt, so he’s here for the week to help me figure out who would be the best choice for a baku keeper from the Grace clan. Whoever I chose will be obligated to be my keeper. Baku rules dictate that they must follow the orders of the clan or be exiled, so there will be no dispute on the issue,” Arianna said the rehearsed speech just as Devin told her to. The eyes of all the men snapped to her. She had never shown any inclination over the past year to even trying to fulfill the legend and collect a keeper of each race.
“We plan to keep to ourselves in my apartment this week as Patrick and I go over every possibility that would lead to the best match. When I return to the Grace clan next week I can announce my choice.” The men around the table continued to stare at her in awe. They had tried for a year to get her to take them seriously. The legend stated she must have a keeper of each race to gain power over all the clans. Dearg-dul tended to be very superstitious, and they took the legend seriously, even if the seventeen-year-old brat they called their leader didn’t.
“Additionally, I will be unable to make personal appearances this week.” Lord Seeger raised his eyebrows in a question he wasn’t willing to ask. “Devin and Turner will be gone all next week to visit Lord Winter. With two of my best guards gone, they feel it will not be safe for me to be out and about. If you need anything, I can be reached in my quarters.” Everyone continued to stare. “I’m done; you can all leave now.”
The men all watched as she stood and followed Devin out of the room. She slowed her walk to hear what everyone was saying as she left. Once they were far enough away that everyone began to talk, Arianna leaned over to Devin. “Can we sit a minute? I’ve not been feeling well.”
Devin nodded, ushering her to a seat. Ahead, her guard slowed, as had the ones behind her. Unknown to the council men, Arianna used her superb hearing to listen to the room she just left.
“What’s she planning now Seeger?” a raspy voice asked.
“How am I supposed to know?” Seeger replied, tapping the cane he liked to carry around. He didn’t need it, but he felt that it added to his authority.
“You bugged her room ages ago; we all know that. So what’s going on? She spends months rejecting our plans and now is going through with it?” the man continued.
“Maybe she has finally listened to Randolph’s dog,” another replied, indicating Devin. Arianna cringed. It bothered Devin to be called a dog. No one, besides Andrew, ever did to his face, but it hurt anyways.
“No, it wasn’t his suggestion,” Seeger replied, neither admitting nor denying that he had bugged her room.
‘Anything good?’ Turner asked, plopping down next to Arianna in the hallway. Turner was actually the best actor of the group. Arianna could always see behind his facade, but his outside was always the cheerful exterior and rebel to the last straw. Turner casually brushed his reddish brown hair away from his face as he asked, making more of a mess of his hair than fixing it.
Arianna smiled and brushed his hair back, straightening it. ‘They aren’t even using silent communications as they assume I cannot hear them. How can they be so stupid?’ Arianna went back to listening to the room.
“You said she wasn’t listening to us,” one voice accused someone. They were now in a heated argument as to why Arianna did what she did.
“It seems she is,” Seeger replied, contemplating the situation himself.
“What are we supposed to do now?” someone else asked. “She might actually go through with finding everyone. Once that’s done, everything will start. We don’t have the rest of the legend, so we have to proceed with caution. Don’t you see how powerful she already is?”
“Then we need to plant someone as a mole,” a third voice argued.
“I’m already on that,” Seeger replied. “My son is coming next week to stay here at the manor. I’m going to get him a job close to the brat and make sure she falls for him.” Arianna pulled in the anger she was trying to contain for Seeger. First, he killed her grandfather and got away with it, and now, he was calling her a brat. No one liked her being in power even though Devin did the majority of the work. It was the symbol of her that they disliked. None of the men liked coming in second to a teenage girl who was more than twice as powerful as the next in line. They couldn’t even challenge her.
“Can he actually do that? She’s pretty attached to the Winter boy and Randolph’s dog,” the first voice added.
“Don’t worry about Michael,” Seeger replied. “The boy won’t even know what hit him. He already thinks she’s his soul mate. He’s so easily fooled. All I had to do was feed him some lies about her. He will want to confirm what I say, but then he will do anything to win her over.”
“Maybe you should have him come early if Turner and Devin are gone this week,” the second voice suggested.
“We have some work to do first, but he will be here soon,” Seeger replied as all the men finally stood to leave the room. One man paused next to him as the rest exited.
“Do you think, once he gets her to fall for him, he will still be loyal to us? He already wants to marry her. That’s problem enough. What if the other clans come for her before Michael can act?”
“My son is my son. He knows what comes first,” Seeger laughed.
“And he will be able to kill her?” the voice asked Seeger. Arianna tried to remember which man was talking, as she knew Devin would ask, but she could not.
“Of course,” Seeger replied. “She will be weakened from the poison, and he knows who’s in charge. Since she won’t marry, we need to get rid of her before we lose the clan to an outsider.”
Arianna relayed everything back to Devin, Turner, and Thomas. Slowly she stood and listened for more, but no one continued to talk. She stretched and yawned. Unfortunately, it was true that she wasn’t feeling well. Turner wrapped an arm around her and ushered her to her room. His strength was just what she needed after finding out Seeger wasn’t planning to stop just with her grandfather’s death. She was next on his list.
“We need you to stay awake,” Turner said quietly. Arianna’s head snapped up, and she looked to ask why, but kept silent. Devin had fed her what to say to the men word-for-word, but hadn’t explained anything. She didn’t know what they were doing from then on, and didn’t get a chance to ask.
As they entered her apartment, Molina began setting up equipment around the room. They ushered Arianna into the dining room and continued to set up various sound muffling machines. Molina whizzed about and her purple spikes of hair bobbing about kept Arianna’s interest even though her tiredness was setting in. Molina was in a hurry, but she stopped to smile at Arianna with all the concern of an older sister. Fortunately, Molina had been a part of her team for the past year as Arianna was otherwise surrounded by male guards and keepers. While Molina was tough as nails, she was also a girl. The only girl Arianna could go to for any advice or just for girl time when the testosterone got to be too much for her to handle. Arianna and Molina had a special bond being female in a male world.
“That should be good,” Molina added for the men in the room as Arianna saw she was already done. 
“Do you feel okay?” Molina asked quietly.
“Umm, sure.” Arianna sat back and closed her eyes.
“Sorry,” Molina added even more quietly, and Arianna didn’t know if she actually heard it or not.
“Nelson, go check with Mori that we’re safe to talk.” Molina was always in charge but even she had a soft spot for Arianna. Molina sat beside Arianna and felt her head for a fever.
“Safe?” Arianna tried to suppress a yawn. Nelson returned to the room and nodded. Arianna closed her eyes and laid her head on the table. It was surprisingly comfortable.
“Ari.” Turner nudged her face gently. “Ari, please stay awake. Don’t make me pinch you.” Arianna smiled but didn’t raise her head.
“We need to talk now, and don’t have much time,” Devin added. Arianna still didn’t move. She was too tired. “Ari, please open your eyes,” Devin pleaded. He reached over and stroked her hand. Momentarily, she felt the zing and tingle that she typically felt only with Andrew. It zapped her upright and she looked over to him. Devin was already across the room, standing by Patrick, waiting for something. 
“As you thought, she has more than triple the amount of any of us. Not only was she breathing it in for weeks like we were, but feeding on you guys gave her even more toxin,” Molina explained, holding Mori’s report.
“My father just landed on the roof,” Patrick added to Devin. Arianna peered over at him, but he didn’t meet her gaze. They were again making plans without consulting Arianna. She rubbed her eyes and then decided to just rest her head again. They weren’t talking to her anyway.
Arianna could, for once, sense something from Devin, and it was worry. She opened her eyes and stared at him. Worry was etched all over his face. It wasn’t like Devin to be worried.
“What?” she asked groggily, trying to stay awake. “What toxin, and what’s going on?”
“Someone has been poisoning us here. I’d give you two guesses, but I think you only need one.” Devin kneeled before her. He took her hand and held it on his chest. She felt everything inside him. He was concerned and didn’t want to worry her. He was also determined to get her better. 
“I’m so tired. Is that from the toxin or because I’m hungry?” Arianna temporarily forgot that she fed already today. Arianna reached over and pulled him to the seat next to her.
“Both. And we can’t feed you. Mori thinks even our supply of fresh blood has been tampered with. Andrew didn’t come back with us because we didn’t want to expose him to the toxin. We are all poisoned right now.” Arianna felt the yearning in Devin. His thoughts barely peeked through his normally blocked mind. Arianna used the last bit of her energy to pull herself over onto his lap. Devin relaxed a little. He nodded to Molina who took her arm and began to draw a tube of blood. Arianna didn’t even refuse like she normally would have. There was little fight left in her.
“Turner and I are leaving to go to Tricity and will stay there until the toxin leaves our blood. Thomas and Molina are going to stay here and will need to detox later. Thomas is the least affected by the poison, so he was the best choice. And you will be going to your summer home.”
Arianna’s eyes shot open. She had only been without Devin once since she had changed into a night human, and she remembered the dread of being without him. Yes, he could drive her nuts and was closed off most of the time, but Devin knew better than anyone how to take care of her. Could she really do the night human thing without him? She clung as tight as she could to him.
“But,” Arianna complained. Devin gently placed a finger on her mouth to silence her. She felt his disappointment at being away from her, too. “No, I can’t be without you,” she replied, after his finger moved. Tears began to catch in the corners of her eyes. “I can’t.” Arianna normally wouldn’t cry in front of so many people, but the threat of Devin being taken from her made the tears unstoppable.
“Ari, the only way we can keep you safe is to stay away. Gabriel is on the roof. He will take you to Andrew,” Devin wiped the tear away. “Andrew will take care of you. I promise, you’ll be fine.”
“You trust him that much?” Arianna asked, wondering now what had occurred while she slept at Gabriel’s house.
“With your life? Completely,” Devin replied. “He will never harm you.”



 
 
 
FIFTEEN


Arianna felt weightless in Gabriel’s arms as he jumped from the roof of the Randolph estate. While her body had completely shut down again, her mind hadn’t. She sensed her connection break from Devin as they pulled further away from him, and couldn’t help the tears that came. Gabriel continued on through the city, carrying her tucked tightly against him. He moved as quickly as Andrew, but with more elegance that came from years of practice. With Gabriel’s masking, no one knew she had left the estate. She listened for alarms or any other indication, but there were none. Gabriel stole her from her house, and no one knew the difference. She knew that was partly due to the vial of blood left behind with Thomas and Molina, but it was still scary. Arianna had been taken once before, but at least this time, she was partially willing to leave with her abductor. Gabriel would never hurt her.
Gabriel slowed as he carried her onto a train. Arianna heard the sounds, and sensed the smells, but couldn’t muster the energy to open her eyes. No one stopped the large man as he walked on. He was good at avoiding people, and those who crossed his path were normally terrified and wouldn’t say a word against him. Gabriel touched her forehead and whispered. Arianna’s world and consciousness began to dim. He had known all along she was still awake, and now put her to sleep. Arianna couldn’t decide whether she was willing or not, but she didn’t really have much of a choice as her mind shut off.
Some time later Arianna woke to dim light filtering through the curtains. It took a moment to realize she wasn’t in her normal bed. The smells were all wrong, except for one. Outside her room, Andrew was waiting. He didn’t move as her eyes adjusted from sleep, and she looked around the room. The room was white, sterile, and unlived in, but it was her home by ownership. She’d been to this place only once; yet, she knew where she was. She owned over a dozen homes now and only had lived in two in the past year. Andrew waited, ever so patiently. Arianna slowly sat up and felt the dizziness that always followed after being put to sleep by a baku. Normally, she would recover through her sleep, but in her weakened state, she had not. Andrew was instantly next to her, lowering her head back to her pillow.
“Don’t try to move yet,” Andrew said quietly as he laid her back down like she would break at any sudden movements. “Gabriel said he put you to sleep. You might feel a bit light-headed for a little while. Most of your senses are that of a day human right now.” Arianna felt the worry pour off him. “You don’t look too good.” Andrew felt her hands first, and decided they didn’t feel right; so he pressed his fingers to her forehead next.
“I’m fine,” she said, her voice croaking as she spoke. She knew that she shouldn’t worry so much for him, but she couldn’t help it. She reached up and touched his face to reassure him and take away a bit of his anxiety. He smiled meekly and nodded, still not letting go of her. He held her gently in his arms. It was betraying Devin to find comfort in his arms, but everything about Andrew felt right, as if the space she was resting in was made just for her. “I just need a moment to recover. I’ve been a little sick you know,” she teased, but it didn’t ease his worry. “How long this time?” The stronger her voice got, the less he fretted.
“Three days,” Andrew replied, gently stroking her face. Arianna couldn’t force herself to stray away from his touch. It was addictive. Arianna was conflicted, but too weak to do anything about it, or even consider why everything felt just right with Andrew and Devin. “Devin should have never let you back in that house if he thought that they were poisoning you.” Anger radiated from Andrew. Andrew was the complete opposite of Devin. Where Devin had a controlled atmosphere everywhere he went, Andrew’s emotions showed through as if he were made of glass.
“Devin didn’t know for sure. He thought I’d be safe spending my time in my room. He didn’t know it was in my room too. How they got to my room is going to be a problem, but I’m here now. Time for recovery.” Andrew reluctantly nodded and helped her sit up slowly. The dizziness was fading. Andrew took her hand and placed it on his chest, which was bare as it always was when he spent time between his day and night human forms. The connection kept them both concentrating, and ignoring the strain of sitting up for Arianna. Touching Andrew felt natural, right, even if she was betraying Devin. 
In reality, Devin had made it clear that being alone or even kissing another man was not betraying him. Regardless, part of Arianna felt that it was, no matter what he said. She had waited a year for Devin to admit he wanted her to himself, but that had never happened. The best she got from him was that he loved her, but if he truly loved her, wouldn’t he be the one with her now, poison or not? 
The other part of Arianna wanted to sit in Andrew’s arms and feel the safety and comfort of him. Arianna used to believe that Devin was the only one that understood her so well, but now she was beginning to see that Andrew maybe understood her just as well, or even better. Arianna was pulled back to Andrew and the rest of the world and her thoughts drifted away. With his emotions all over the place, he gave her something to focus on that wasn’t her own turmoil.
“You look so,” he started but didn’t finish. He stared down at the floor. 
“Andrew,” Arianna said, pushing his face back up from the spot on the floor. “I’m fine. I’ll be fine. I’m just a little tired, but now that I have three days of rest in me, I think I’m ready to get up and eat…” Arianna looked outside her room into the living room where light filtered in even more that the bright window above her. “Breakfast?” she guessed, looking at the angle of the light. Andrew nodded.
“I think you need blood first,” he said, slyly moving her hand up to his neck. Waves of anticipation rolled off him. This was the first time they’d been truly alone in a year. Arianna was tempted but kept herself still.
“Is this a good idea?” she asked, realizing they were completely alone. “I can sense Gabriel isn’t close, nor anyone else for that matter. Is it safe to be taking your blood when you’re the only one left to watch over me?” Arianna used the first reason that popped into her head. She was really internally screaming that this wasn’t a good idea. She was already lost in his touch. His blood would be enough to make her forget about everything else.
“I’m full, so it should be fine.” Andrew kept her hand on him, enjoying her touch.
“But.” Arianna searched for another reason and tried to pull her hand away. Andrew didn’t let her go. He needed her touch as much as she needed him. She blushed as she realized he wasn’t going to let go.
“Aw, where’s the confident girl I fell in love with?” Andrew asked. 
Love. Arianna paused as new thoughts filtered through her mind. Andrew just told her that he loved her. She always knew that what she felt from him and Devin was the same. It was love. It was just harder to hear him say it out loud. A blush crept up her cheeks and her whole face was now red. She wanted to crawl under a rock and hide until it passed, but Andrew wasn’t letting go of her hand or taking no for an answer. He didn’t seem at all embarrassed to be saying that he loved her. His arm slid around her back, supporting her, sitting and holding her to him at the same time. Arianna wiggled, but there was no getting out of his grasp.
“I’ll be fine,” he added seriously. “I have been stocking up on blood for days, and there’s a whole fridge full in the kitchen. I figured you’d need to eat once you woke.”
“Then maybe I should go to the kitchen. I’m sure Gabriel left some of his blood here,” Arianna replied, trying to throw her legs out of bed only to realize she didn’t have any bottoms on, only a shirt, and it wasn’t hers. From the size, it had to be Andrew’s. Her cheeks continued to flame, realizing someone had to have put it on her.
“Yes, he left blood, but.” Andrew remained in his day human form. “My blood is stronger than his and will help you recover faster.” Shivers went down her spine as her hand was still on his neck. He no longer had to hold it there. His blood called to her. Blood pulsed beneath her hand. Arianna couldn’t help but focus on the beat of his heart under her hand.
“We really shouldn’t,” Arianna started but was stopped as Andrew’s mouth met hers. 
As always, there was enough passion behind one of his kisses to last a lifetime. Andrew maneuvered himself on top of her, keeping her pinned beneath him, waiting for her to give in to what she already felt and he knew she was denying. Arianna’s heart raced at his kiss. She wasn’t ready for things to move so fast, lying in only a t-shirt beneath Andrew, but she couldn’t stop it if she even wanted to. Every cell in her body called for her to keep her hands wrapped around him and not let him get up. Arianna sighed as he pulled back only a few inches. This was why they couldn’t be left alone. The feelings between them were just too powerful.
He felt her worry. “I promise I won’t let anything happen beyond this,” Andrew murmured into her ear as his kisses moved down her neck. “But, before we continue.” Andrew got in a few more kisses. “You need to feed, and I’m your best option. Stop being so stubborn and just let me take care of you.” Andrew changed into his night human form. Arianna paused. Accepting his blood would more than likely lead her down a path she didn’t know if she wanted to take yet. By admitting the feelings between them, Arianna would eventually have to make a choice between Devin and Andrew, and that would in no way be easy to do. She loved them both.
Arianna wanted to refuse, but his baku form kept her pressed gently to the bed. He tilted his head slightly, exposing his neck. A baku of Andrew’s strength would never have to be vulnerable to anyone, yet here he was, exposing his neck. He was showing her his complete commitment to her. Arianna’s hands gently traced down his neck to his shoulder. No matter what anyone told her back in the Randolph clan, Arianna knew that Andrew meant something to her, something big. Changing into her night human form, she resisted the urge to find his lips. She pulled herself up and bit down, releasing blood into her mouth.
 As Arianna’s hunger faded and she began to lick the wounds closed, Andrew impatiently pulled her back to him. Arianna felt a different kind of hunger radiating from him. Arianna was unprepared for the feelings that welled up inside her. She wanted him as much as he did her. He slipped her shirt off, leaving her only in her underwear and bra and him in his pajama pants, but she didn’t care. She tried to stop her hands as they wandered around his body. His porcelain baku skin was smooth, yet warm to the touch. Her hands moved more, tracing the muscles in his abs as his kisses moved back to her mouth. His hand brushed over the length of her body, and she shivered from the new touch. Her feelings in her night human form were so much more than in her day human form. His skin was intoxicating. Arianna stopped as her hands found the waistband of his pants. Andrew sighed and moved off her, settling onto the bed next to her.
“I think we both might need some more rest,” he said, changing back into his day human form. Arianna sighed too. Her heart beat quickly and wasn’t slowing down as easily as his was. Andrew quietly left the room while Arianna lay back down, trying to will her heart to stop beating so fast. Quickly enough, she was completely asleep.
It was now dark outside the curtains, and crickets chirped all around the cabin. Arianna woke sometime during the night. She moved as quietly as Gabriel had taught her and she grabbed her shirt from the nightstand to quickly pulled it on. Andrew was already out of bed and on the computer talking to someone. Arianna walked out into the large living room and followed the sounds of the click of the keyboard. Arianna waited for a wave of embarrassment to hit her from the morning, but she wasn’t uncomfortable with Andrew. Something about waking up almost naked made her realize there was nothing to be shy about with him. 
“Where are my clothes?” she asked, pulling at Andrew’s t-shirt that was big, but not enough to cover her completely while she walked into the living room. From the looks of it, it was actually his only shirt as he sat topless at the computer.
“Gabriel took everything,” Andrew replied while continuing to type. He reached behind him and pulled her down for a quick kiss before taking her hand in his. Holding what looked like a pen, he pricked a finger without warning.
“Ow,” she complained, putting her finger in her mouth before he could do it again.
“Sorry, Mori needs a readout from your blood in order to see how much better you’re getting.” Andrew began to type again.
“Clothes?” Arianna questioned again. Andrew stopped typing and looked up at her. He assessed her from head to toe and smiled. Arianna blushed as his eyes said more than he could with words. Maybe there was still a bit of embarrassment left.
“I like you the way you are.” He went back to typing. Arianna playfully hit his arm.
“Andrew,” she complained. “I don’t even have pants.” 
“You can borrow mine,” Andrew replied, standing and beginning to pull at the tied waistband. Arianna stopped him, now completely red from blushing. Andrew smiled mischievously and brushed her cheek with his thumb. He was enjoying her embarrassment.
“No, I’d like some clothes that actually fit me,” she replied. Andrew began to tell her his pants would fit her, but the printer began printing. Andrew ripped off the report sheet.
“You could ask your uncle; he’s running around here somewhere,” Andrew replied, while studying the chart. Andrew was lost in the numbers. If he could will her to get better, he would have already done so ten times over. But being isolated with her while she recovered did have its benefits. Andrew hooked his arms around her waist and pulled her to his lap at the computer as he began to type back and forth with Mori.
‘Gabriel?’ Arianna easily found her uncle a couple of miles away.
‘You’re finally awake?’ Gabriel said back. ‘How are you feeling?’
‘Less sleepy, but still not great.’ Arianna didn’t refuse the arm around her, positioning herself so that Andrew could continue to type. She lazily traced the muscles down Andrew’s arms in front of her.
‘Time, dear. You just need time.’ Gabriel was happy to hear her, but was still worried.
‘What I actually need is clothes. Could you bring me something to wear other than Andrew’s shirt?’ Arianna leaned back into the hard, chiseled body that was actually quite warm even though he sat around topless. Thankfully, Andrew was like her own personal heater.
‘Glad to hear he’s actually sharing. He threatened to not share when you fought us about taking your clothes away in the first place.’ Arianna saw images from Gabriel’s mind flash that showed him arriving at the house and trying to get her to undress herself. As he’d told her, she certainly refused.
‘You changed me or did he?’ Arianna asked, though it was a moot point. Gabriel’s thoughts stopped before she saw that part.
‘Yes, I will do that right now.’ Gabriel changed direction. Without actually answering the question, he answered her question. Andrew changed her.
Arianna looked back to the computer as Andrew was looking over her shoulder, typing and talking. Mori’s face peered back from the screen. Arianna saw Mori the least of her guard since he spent over ninety-five percent of his time at his computer, but she heard his voice the most as he kept in constant contact with everyone. It was strange to have a face-to-face conversation with him.
“Hey Mori,” Andrew said to the computer, reaching over and turning the volume up. “It looks better doesn’t it?”
“Yeah, a little. I really thought she’d recover faster than that with your blood. I think we’re dealing with a baku/dearg-dul hybrid poison again. There was very little trace of it in Devin, and he’s almost cleared along with Jackson and Nixon, but Molina, Nelson, and Mica are still showing high amounts like Arianna.” Mori had very mousy habits, not looking directly at the screen.
“What about Turner and Thomas?” Arianna asked.
“That’s the strange part, I’d think if it was specifically made for you, neither would accumulate it, but it seems like it has some affinity for Turner also. He’s showing lower amounts than you and the dearg-duls, but still higher than the day humans. And Thomas is stranger yet. His blood is completely free until you prick a wing, which is where the toxin is found in him. He was actually the best choice to leave behind as he’s not getting sicker from it and not really accumulating it, since there’s only so much blood in his wings.” Mori shrugged his reply.
“And did you find how the poison got in the house?” Andrew asked, anxious to look over the cabin to be sure Arianna was safe.
“Yes, oh here it is.” Mori reached up to the camera with his pinky. “This little circle here is what’s causing all the problems.” A clear circle the size of a paper punch hole was on the tip of his finger. It glistened slightly in the light of the room, but was otherwise invisible. “Molina and Thomas have found eighteen of them in your apartment thus far, but none of them active. I could learn a lot more if they would bring me an active one,” Mori complained, even though an active one would infect him also. “You did get rid of everything she had on her?” he asked Andrew.
“Yes, Gabriel took everything away,” Andrew replied. Andrew kept one hand on Arianna’s knee as they talked to Mori. He was discreet and kept it hidden from the camera, but it still made Arianna self-conscious. Everyone was back home trying to protect her and she was off making out with someone who, until a few days ago, was the enemy. “How could they be inactive if no one knows that we are here?”
Mori wouldn’t look at the camera as he typed more. “I don’t know. I’ve checked all the cameras into and out of the apartment and can’t find a single person that is reoccurring during the times we’re looking at. I’m having Thomas and Molina look more for entrances that could be there, but I’m pretty sure we have every one of them covered. I’m sorry Arianna, but I can’t say at this time. I’ll work hard to not disappoint you. As soon as I know, I’ll tell you.”
“Thanks,” she replied meekly. Arianna wasn’t disappointed with Mori ever. In fact, she was always impressed with him. Mori ran the complete security details through his computers and multitasked with everyone on her team. He never failed to have a complete grasp of every situation. He was their eyes and ears everywhere. He knew everything that was going on, and always was there to advise her.
“Could it be someone close to her?” Andrew asked. He was naturally suspicious of everyone around her as they were of him. Beyond Devin, he thought any one of them could have a reason, and the resources, to hurt Arianna. Mori stopped typing.
“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Mori replied.



 
 
 
SIXTEEN


Arianna changed into the jeans and t-shirt Gabriel brought as soon as he gave them to her. She was thankful to finally be wearing clothes that fit and had felt a bit exposed walking around the cabin wearing just Andrew’s shirt once Gabriel arrived. Andrew didn’t seem to mind her wardrobe and preferred she keep it. While it was a romantic notion to just wear his shirt, Arianna was trying her best to keep her hands off of him. Something drew her to him, and it frightened her more than anything. Every touch and kiss made her lose herself more. Clothes made a nice barrier to try to keep her, and his, hands to themselves.
Arianna lingered in the bedroom after she put on the top and jeans. It didn’t take that much time to change, but by staying in the room, she could have at least a few moments alone from the madness that was now consuming her life. The last year had been crazy enough for one lifetime, and she wasn’t exactly enjoying the current situation. This roller coaster of emotion seemed like it might never end. First, she found out she wasn’t one, but two night humans combined. That was scary. Then, she found the family she had thought were all dead. That was exciting. Not too long after that, she lost the grandfather she was just beginning to remember. That was sad. And the pull between all the guys in her life was a completely different type of emotion—confusion.
“Then you will pick them up?” Gabriel asked Andrew, as Arianna stood unnoticed on the other side of the bedroom door. Gabriel and Andrew were all business, planning their day. Andrew, of course, noticed Arianna immediately but knew that the reason for her extra time changing was to be alone, so he focused on his conversation with Gabriel.
“Devin can’t mask himself like Turner can, so yes,” Andrew replied, sitting beside Gabriel on the couch. “I can actually mask both Devin and Turner, but it’s most important to mask Devin. He’s being heavily followed now that some suspect Arianna isn’t at the Randolph compound. He sent a message yesterday to me to let me know. He can’t seem to get rid of them.”
“Did you tell anyone where we were taking her?” Andrew asked, changing the subject.
“No,” Gabriel replied. “I figured that there could be an inside problem. Lucan is making problems for me while Seeger’s making problems for Arianna. It seems to be getting bigger and more complex every day, yet I have the nagging feeling it’s all connected along with the outsiders that have attacked Arianna, Patrick, and Ken. We’re on double patrols now to keep them out.”
“Did you find more on the outsiders or the hybrids?”
Arianna stepped out of her room, and they both turned to look at her. “Hybrids?”
“From what I can tell, with the analysis we’ve done so far, those people that attacked Patrick and Ken were some sort of hybrid. They had multiple night human antibodies in them,” Gabriel explained. Andrew opened up his arms to allow Arianna to sit with him. He needed her close as much as she wanted to touch him.
Arianna wanted to refuse, but could not. She climbed into his arms before asking, “Antibodies?” Devin had mentioned it once in his lectures, but he lectured so much she often forgot little details.
“It’s similar to when you get sick. Your body builds up antibodies to fight off the sickness, and then they remain in your blood to do it again if you get re-infected. Night human transformation works similar to that. It’s like a disease that your day human body recognizes and makes antibodies for. That’s why you can only be one type of night human. They aren’t compatible. Once you have one night human type in you, you cannot be another. Like when you get sick with something like chicken pox, you build up antibodies and then can’t get it again.” Gabriel’s explanation was almost as lengthy as Devin’s, but at least this time, Arianna understood it a bit more. Arianna processed the description.
“Doesn’t everyone normally have multiple antibodies? I mean, once you feed on someone that’s a different night human? Baku feed on tengu all the time. Logically they would have both baku and tengu antibodies then,” Arianna deduced, unconsciously snuggling closer to Andrew even though she was trying to keep her distance.
“No, if you feed on someone, you don’t get their antibodies in your blood. That part is filtered out. You were the first one we ever saw that had both baku and dearg-dul antibodies. That’s why we knew you were special,” Gabriel explained.
“And these people, are they like Arianna?” Andrew asked. He moved her closer and wrapped his arms around her. Arianna didn’t fight it. She was excited to hear that there were more people like her, but scared at the same time. Would they be friends or enemies? She had four clans of night humans to protect now. She could use friends more than enemies.
“No, they are not like Arianna,” Gabriel answered. Arianna was disappointed and relieved at the same time. “We had some tissue to analyze along with the blood. You got a few cells in the sample you took. It came back that they both were one clan’s cells. They were only one type of night human, yet they had multiple night human antibodies.” 
“If that’s not possible by feeding, then how?” Arianna leaned back against Andrew, who began playing with her hair. Tingles went down to her toes, but Arianna concentrated on Gabriel, waiting for an answer.
Everything kept getting more complicated and confusing the longer she was a night human. First, she was an oddity, and now, everyone was trying to copy her. These new people seemed dangerous. If they could actually copy her genes, would they succeed? Would that mean the end of the peace around her? While the baku and dearg-dul had been fighting for decades, it wasn’t always so. There were wars that included other clans. Devin refused to talk about anything outside the Randolph and Grace histories until she actually learned them completely, but Arianna always got a glimpse from the histories about other clans.
“Injecting?” Andrew asked, bringing Arianna back to the conversation at hand.
“No, that has been tried for centuries. It has to be something else. We need to get one of them alive to get our answers.” Gabriel stood and paced to the windows. “It will be hard since they are so protected, but we need to figure this out, for our clans’ sake and for Arianna.”
“Will they be back?” Arianna hesitantly asked. She was bringing turmoil to her clans by just existing.
“No doubt,” Gabriel replied, not turning back to her.
* * * * *
Arianna stared out the window. She wanted to be outside, watching dawn arrive, but she had promised Andrew that she would stay inside with Gabriel while he was gone. As Andrew ran further away, she felt like a part of her was missing. His touch had been constant for three days now; it was weird to feel him so far away. She watched, in her mind, as he ran to his destination. The link was never gone once she tasted someone’s blood, but now she felt something more with him. Andrew met Devin on a train, and they leapt from it easily, along with Turner. It would take Andrew less than thirty minutes to return with them, but it felt like an eternity. Arianna continued to pace from window to window waiting for him to return. 
Having Devin and Andrew both in the house at the same time would be a bit awkward, but Arianna needed to have them all close. At least Turner had quit his pursuit of Arianna in a romantic sense, and was happy to be her best friend, but that didn’t make anything easier between Andrew and Devin. Her feelings for Andrew were strong, but in the few alone moments she’d had with Devin, she found that it was just as strong with him. Arianna literally felt like she was being pulled in half.
“I heard that Seeger suggested you choose a mate,” Gabriel said quietly as he watched her pace. Arianna hesitated just a moment before turning to him. She got her emotions in check before looking at him. Being told by Seeger to do something was one problem, but the absurd suggestion she get married at seventeen was hard to fathom.
“Yes, what does that mean?” Arianna faced her uncle, finally looking into his eyes. “Is he really suggesting I get married? Or is it just a boyfriend thing?” She had been wondering this ever since Seeger suggested it. Arianna couldn’t believe Seeger was actually suggesting she get married. She suddenly sensed that the three boys were on the move. Arianna felt their speed pick up. She began to pace again, waiting for her keepers to return.
“Marriage. It might not be a bad idea,” Gabriel added for himself.
“What?” Arianna stopped and faced her uncle. “Are you serious? I’m seventeen. I still don’t even have my driver’s license. Marriage?”
Gabriel smiled and chuckled. “I’m not suggesting you go to Vegas this afternoon with one of the boys. I’m suggesting you select someone you can say is going to be your fiancé. I’m suggesting getting engaged. A very long engagement, if you’d like. Then you might not have to deal with all the proposals. Devin is overloaded with paperwork as is.” That much was true.
“Oh,” Arianna said, not agreeing or disagreeing while she sat beside her uncle. He had seemed to age ten years in the past year alone. Arianna looked at the lines on his face, and then down to his hands. Gabriel was only a few years younger than grandfather was. “And how do I do that? Am I not caught in a political battle? If I choose a baku the Grace family will be happy and the Randolph estate upset, but the reverse would be true also. How can I actually choose someone and not upset the other? I can’t even choose Devin because he’s allied with the Randolph family.”
“Ahh, my great niece is growing wise in her ways,” Gabriel praised her as he put an arm around her and hugged her for comfort. “That’s the exact problem Seeger is trying to force you into. He knows that there isn’t a dearg-dul you’re interested in, and you have a great chance of choosing a baku. Then he can rally the clan to get rid of you. If you are going to choose a dearg-dul, he wants it to be his son. You don’t have to let him win this one.”
“I don’t?”
“Nah. Play his game and say you’ll choose fiancé, but that you need time to complete your selection of keepers first. And even better, tell him you want to open selection from the other clans. He won’t want to rush you if you threaten to open the selection. Devin can ignore all marriage requests for the next year, and by then, you’ll have your license and be eighteen.”
“Doesn’t Seeger still win?” Arianna pouted. She hadn’t even had a date beyond the keepers she had constantly at her side. She was too young to get married. Just the idea frightened her. That was one lesson Devin made sure she understood. There was no such thing as divorce in the night human world. When you chose to wed, it was forever, no matter how long you lived, or what the person turned out to be like.
“Nope. Seeger wants a marriage, not the legend to be complete. He wants you and your power. Seeger is trying to force his son on you to get power in the Randolph house.” Gabriel relaxed and watched the young woman next to him. She had grown up in the last year.
“Then why is he intent on killing me?” Arianna asked.
“Well, I think someone like Seeger is happy to get the power any way he can. He has many plans in place. I’m going to assume here that while killing you is his top option, even he doubts his son will be able to do that. So, his second plan is to get Michael to marry you. It would lead to the same results, but you might make more of a fuss alive than dead.” The keepers were more than halfway home now.
“How come they always bug me about the keepers each time we meet? How does that fit into his plan?” Arianna wondered.
“To wear you down to being open for the whole marriage proposal. If you complete the legend, it will give you power, not him.” Gabriel laughed to know she was going against what Seeger wanted by actually doing what he asked.
“Marriage,” Arianna said the word with a bit of disgust. “Yeah, I’m not very open to marriage at this point. Forever is a very long time.” Arianna felt Andrew nearing with Devin and Turner close behind. Forever was a very long time, but somehow she felt it would not be enough time when it came to Andrew and Devin.
“But you will need to be soon,” Gabriel sighed. “Sooner than you will ever want to be. Night humans typically marry young. There’s no guarantee how long you’ll live. I’m ancient, and so was your grandfather, but your mother and father were not that young to die. Unfortunately, that’s how our life is. And besides, everyone will want you to produce an heir soon.”
“Are you kidding me? I’m only seventeen,” she squeaked before sighing. Kids were definitely not on her mind. She didn’t want to have a family for years, if ever. Even just the thought was horrifying. Arianna was beginning to see that no one cared that she was only seventeen. She wasn’t an adolescent in this world. Here she was grown up already.
Turner burst through the door first, running over to her to catch her and throw her in the air. Turner’s night human strength was always present even in his day human form. To him, day human Arianna was as light as a doll. Arianna laughed for the first time in a week as he caught her. Turner was always full of energy and laughter, and it was just what Arianna needed. Devin and Andrew followed close behind. Turner continued to hug her before reluctantly setting her down. His feelings for her hadn’t changed, but he understood she wasn’t meant for him. In time, he hoped to find the right person for him too, but for now he would just relish the time he could hold onto her, even though her heart belonged to someone else.
“You look so much better than the last time I saw you,” Turner said, brushing her messed-up hair off her face. “I didn’t know if we could save you this time.” Turner’s concern poured off him, and Arianna needed to hug him again to reassure him that everything was fine.
“Aren’t I supposed to be doing the saving?” she teased back and hit his arm playfully. His serious smile turned into laughter as he pulled back, pretending to be hurt.
“I think I win that point,” he added, running away before she could argue over whether he surprised her or not. Devin approached Gabriel and sat beside him. As usual, Devin didn’t openly hug her like Turner, but she felt the overwhelming relief from him as well.
“Enjoying your break?” Gabriel asked Devin. 
“Break?” Arianna asked Gabriel, pushing into their conversation.
“Yeah, a forced break. I had to pretend to not be doing anything, which can be hard. There will be so much more waiting at home when we finally get back,” Devin complained. He was both strained and relieved at the same time. “I couldn’t even bring anything with me in case someone could trace us that way. So yes, I’m on a break.”
“Can you start back up now since we’re connected to Mori?” Arianna asked, sitting next to Devin so that he could also see that she was doing better. Even though he wouldn’t do anything to show his concern in front of other people, Devin was just as anxious as Turner. Her closeness seemed to help him a bit.
“We want to keep all unnecessary communications with the manor to a minimum, to keep you hidden here until you feel better,” Devin explained. “Therefore, I’m not doing anything while we’re gone. Molina is still in your apartment with Thomas, and can contact us if needed. So far, she hasn’t needed to.” Arianna couldn’t tell if the relief was from not being needed, or seeing her up and around.
Gabriel stood and looked to Andrew. “I’ll do the patrol now. Nice job getting them here. I couldn’t have done better myself.” Gabriel patted Andrew on the back as he left the cabin. Gabriel was relieved that Andrew finally showed his intentions with Arianna. It would be helpful for Gabriel to have such a capable baku protecting her when he couldn’t. 
“Make sure to teach her,” he called over his shoulder as the door shut behind him.
“Teach me what?” Arianna asked. Since she was the only female in the room, Gabriel’s remark had to be about her.
“How to look for lies,” Andrew replied.
 



 
 
 
SEVENTEEN


“You want me to be a human lie detector test?” Arianna asked incredulously after Andrew had outlined the processes to her. She would go inside the minds of people and look to see if they were lying about where they had been and what they were doing. She would become her own security camera, just with a bit of sneaking into someone’s mind.
“Yes,” Andrew replied, trying to keep a respectful distance between himself and Arianna now that Devin was back. “We need to be sure you’re safe. Mori doesn’t have any leads on how those toxins got into your apartment, let alone your room. He has cameras everywhere and still doesn’t know.” Andrew waited for his statement to sink in. Arianna’s smile turned around, and she stared at him more. “It has to be an inside job.”
“Everyone with access to my place is sworn to protect me before they can serve in the estate,” Arianna replied, shocked that Andrew was actually suggesting someone she knew well had turned against her.
“Yes, and at that time they were fighting for you. We can’t be sure everyone is now. Loyalties change. Objectives change,” Andrew replied, looking to Devin for support. It was obvious that they were on the same page as Devin took over the argument.
“Ari. I know everyone loves you and is your friend, but we can’t be sure that they wouldn’t hurt you. The only people we can be certain of are your keepers. You would know if one of us betrayed you,” Devin replied.
“My keepers are Andrew, Turner, and you?” Arianna looked around the room. “Not including Thomas, though, as he’s not here. Do you suspect him?”
“All of your keepers are safe,” Devin replied. “Thomas needed to stay behind to be our eyes and ears at the manor. But even so, you need to check all of us to be sure yourself. So listen to Andrew, and learn how, please.”
“Why can’t Andrew just do it?” Arianna asked, still not understanding why she had to invade her trusting friends’ minds without them knowing. It seemed a bit wrong to do so with people who trusted her.
“First off, they’re sworn to you. Therefore, you have permission to enter their minds. You may at any point ask us anything, and we have to answer. Second, Andrew doesn’t have your power to do it from afar,” Devin explained. Luckily, Turner wasn’t choosing sides on the argument and just sat next to Arianna supporting her as Devin and Andrew argued with her. Devin and Andrew waited for her to understand. A long stretch of silence continued as she thought. Finally she took a deep breath.
“I can’t just invade their minds,” Arianna continued to complain. “It’s like an invasion of privacy or something. I don’t want people in my head, why would someone want me in theirs?”
“Ari,” Turner finally stepped into the conversation. “Someone is making you sick. Someone has already broken your trust. We need to be sure who it is and who it isn’t, so that we don’t punish people who are innocent. Right now it’s coming down to someone who has access to your apartment. That leaves Gabriel, your keepers, and your guards. There’s no one else that can come and leave without permission. Even the maids need permission and are watched over.”
“They are?” Arianna asked. She had never been around when someone cleaned her rooms. There was too much still in her world she didn’t know.
“Yes, they are watched by me or someone else,” Devin replied. “We can’t risk your safety. Your grandfather trusted everyone employed in his house. See where that got him? We learned our lesson from that one, and we now trust no one but your guards and keepers.” Lord Randolph’s trust led to his death when someone poisoned his food a year ago.
“Just give it a try,” Andrew tried to coax Arianna. He reached over and took her hand in his. Shivers tingled and rippled from where they made contact. Arianna tried not to show her surprise. After being alone with him for three days, she had begun to ignore it, thinking it was her mind playing tricks, but now with Devin and Turner back, it was Andrew alone that did that to her. “You don’t have to pry into their personal, deep, dark secrets. The one betraying you should have their thoughts on the surface. It won’t take much prodding.”
“Promise?” Arianna asked, staring at Andrew. He nodded solemnly. Searching friend’s minds was not something she wanted to do.
“Then how do I do this?” she asked, reluctantly giving up the idea that she really had a chance to change their minds.
“I’ll show you with Devin, and then you can try with Turner,” Andrew explained. He reached over and pricked her finger with the tip of his sharp baku nail as he momentarily changed to his night human form and pressed it to Arianna’s hand.
‘With a blood connection you can watch inside my mind easier as I do this,’ he explained.
“Devin may we enter your mind?” Andrew asked.
“Yes,” Devin replied.
‘You need permission from anyone that’s not pledged to you,’ Andrew explained. ‘They aren’t pledged to me, so I need to ask. You don’t.’
‘So Turner is an open book?’ Arianna asked, opening her eyes and looking at Turner next to her with his arm still on the couch behind her.
‘To you yes, but me no. But all I have to do is ask.’ Andrew paused and looked over at Arianna. She seemed to be following him thus far.
“I’d prefer none of that secret talk as you try to enter my mind,” Devin said, breaking into their private conversation. Andrew nodded, and Arianna was shocked by how everything was changed between Andrew and Devin. There was no hostility in Devin’s comment or Andrew’s reply. There was only a bit of shallowly-hidden jealousy behind tremendous amounts of respect both ways.
“We will go into his mind. I’m sure we will find resistance, but since he’s given us permission, we’ll be able to enter without hurting him,” Andrew explained. Andrew could think of how he’d had the same lesson years ago. Lucan didn’t ever ask permission, and taught Andrew that it was unnecessary if you have the person trapped and can make a blood connection. The resulting procedure wasn’t harmful for the baku entering the mind but to the person whose mind it was, it was terrible.
“It won’t hurt him at all?” Arianna asked in disbelief. Poking around in someone’s brain didn’t sound pleasant.
“Probably not,” Andrew replied. He couldn’t be completely sure. “He does resist most everything else, so I hope not.” Devin didn’t seem to mind either way if it hurt or not.
“And he gave us permission,” Arianna added hopefully.
“Not quite willingly,” Andrew replied, looking over at Devin. 
Devin was a closed book in Andrew’s mind. Devin had spent so many years training to contain his emotions that he could never really give anyone permission to enter based on that alone. While Devin did say yes, he could never really let go enough to mean it. Andrew turned back to Arianna to continue their lesson.
“First, clear your mind,” Andrew explained. Arianna closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Andrew followed suit and shut his eyes to clear his own mind.
“You’re not going to start humming now, are you?” Turner asked, trying to lighten the mood. “I might have to leave if you start humming. She’s a really bad singer, and I doubt her humming is any better.”
Andrew smiled slightly. “I haven’t heard her sing yet. Maybe we should hum.” Arianna reached over and playfully punched Turner and then Andrew.
“Okay, fine. Back to business.” Andrew opened his eyes and stared at Devin. Arianna moved effortlessly into Andrew’s mind. She saw Devin through Andrew’s eyes and now found the respect they had for each other even stranger.
“To enter there’s always a barrier, and with a little push,” Andrew paused, and she felt mentally he was moving into Devin’s head. “Okay, a bit more than a little push in his case. You’re in.”
“Um yeah,” Arianna replied, wanting to leave his mind and check on Devin. It was more than a little push. Devin had a brick wall up. Luckily, Andrew was stronger than that.
“Do you feel all the memories floating around here?” Andrew asked, bringing Arianna back to her lesson.
“Yes, but nothing is really floating, it all seems like a big pile of mush. How do you know which one is being hidden from you?” Arianna questioned, focusing around the room.
“Think of it this way instead. It’s not a pile of mush but a bunch of individual balls.” Arianna saw all the feelings and memories ball up. “Now let those balls float in the air because really memories are weightless.” All the balls moved up. “And it’s easier to sort through.” Hundreds of tiny balls floated around them like bubbles. 
“These are all current memories?” she asked in awe.
“Yes,” Andrew replied and let her take her time looking around. The room was filled with memories even though the walls were lined with locked doors.
“And how do we know which one is hidden from us? Do we have to go digging through it all?” Arianna wanted to reach forward and touch a memory to see if it would pop like a bubble, but without hands there was nothing she could do.
“No,” Andrew replied. “Look closely around at the balls. Most of them reflect one color, right.”
“Um hm.” Arianna was entranced by the colorful, floating balls. Once he explained, Arianna could see exactly what Andrew described. Every ball had a light blue shine to it.
“But what about the one a few back on the left. Do you see it? It’s not the same color.” Andrew was right, there was one a bit different, almost yellow in color, floating just beyond the first row. “So, now we just will hands to appear and reach over and take it.” Once Andrew’s hands were cupped around the yellow colored ball, images began to flow.
Devin sat at the kitchen table in Gabriel’s house with Turner, Thomas, and Andrew. Thomas and Turner were dressed in tuxes from Arianna’s birthday party. Andrew was sitting shirtless just like Arianna remembered. Muffled noises came out of everyone mouths until it began to clear up.
“How often has this been going on?” Andrew demanded. He looked visibly shaken.
Devin wanted to feel that grief that was pouring out of Andrew, but he couldn’t. Grief wasn’t an emotion Devin had time to feel. “About two months now. We’ve tested her for every poison we can find, but nothing has come up. Mori has been working all day and through the night trying to figure it out.”
“And so, what? You’re just going to let her wither away? Can’t you see she’s sick?” Andrew’s word stung. Devin had known Arianna was sick way before anyone else had. He had immediately started tests under the guise that the scientists were working on looking for the life-extending cure her blood was. Every time a new test came back and there was nothing wrong with it, Devin lost another piece of sanity. It was his job to protect her and he couldn’t even do that in her own home.
The image abruptly ended as Andrew let go of Devin’s mind.
Arianna was back on the couch and her first lesson was done. She could now enter people’s minds and look for secrets. She could find the one hurting her, but would she be happy with what else she found?
 



 
 
 
EIGHTEEN


Arianna sat on her bed and concentrated. It was easy to get into Turner’s mind. He was an open book and didn’t keep any secrets from her. She had a hard time finding anything that was a different color in his thoughts. He actually had to think of something to make one appear. Turner truly kept nothing from her. Andrew would be easy also, but Arianna was nervous to go into his mind. Everything was always more powerful with Andrew. He kept the majority of his emotions in check, but she was too in tune with him to not feel the ones that leaked out occasionally. She fiddled with the bedcover more as the boys talked in the other room. Somehow, they were now all friends when it hadn’t been like that a week ago.
“I’m not getting any younger,” Andrew called to the bedroom, trying to inspire her to try. She hadn’t yet, and he knew. He had once put down the barrier and let his uncle into his mind. He could remember the foggy feeling that something wasn’t quite right. Beyond the haze, no one could tell what or why the other person saw.
“I know, I know,” she yelled back. She took a deep breath and tried to push the butterflies flying around in her stomach away. Focusing on Andrew’s eyes in her mind, she easily found her way into his thoughts. She entered and found no resistance; it was as easy as he told her it would be. She stopped as she waited for his thoughts to bubble up.
“Any day now,” Andrew called from the living room breaking her concentration.
“Hey,” she yelled back, stomping over to the closed door. “I was just doing it, and you broke my attention. Can’t you three just be quiet for a few minutes?” She marched back over to her bed and sat back down rather noisily to make her point.
‘Were you really in?’ Andrew asked, amazed at how different it felt from when his uncle entered his mind.
‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘Didn’t you feel anything?’ Turner and Devin had both felt her enter their minds.
‘Not at all. Interesting side effect.’ Arianna waited for him to explain more. He did not.
‘Why?’ she finally asked.
‘Try again; we can talk later. When we get a free moment after everyone is back, I can explain it more.’ Andrew brushed off her curiosity. Blowing her hair out of her face in frustration, Arianna wanted to keep talking now. She was going to yell at him mentally, but he spoke first.
‘Later, I promise,’ Andrew coaxed. The conversation was done.
Arianna closed her eyes and began to focus again. It was even easier the second time, to melt right into Andrew’s mind. Arianna waited for the bubbles to appear, but they were almost instantly there as soon as she entered Andrew’s mind. The room filled up, and she took her time looking around. If he wasn’t going to tell her when she wanted, she wasn’t going to hurry up and get this over with like they wanted. Like Turner’s mind, there wasn’t much hidden from her. She moved through the bubbles and glanced at the surface of one. She saw a tiny scenes playing before her. All around her were times they spent together. Andrew seemed to be thinking of her as much as she was of him. Moving through the memories and thoughts, she finally found one that was different. Willing her hands to appear, she reached over and grabbed it gently. Arianna felt her hands around the bubble but was being careful not to break it. Holding it up, she viewed the tiny scene. It was an older memory. Arianna hesitated. She didn’t want people running around in her mind, and yet here she was in Andrew’s. He didn’t seem to mind as the room was filled with more memories and thoughts than Turner and Devin combined. Arianna gently touched the small bubble and entered into Andrew’s memory.
Green shrubs and white clothed tables began to form from the messy haze of the memory. Focus slowly brought the scene in around her. Arianna recognized the yard as her uncle’s yard and the same set-up that had been used for her when she turned into a baku the previous year. She watched the scene unfold from Andrew’s perspective. 
He gazed over the crowd of waiting people from the raised platform. A girl lay asleep in the bed, waiting to be food. Arianna felt his hand move around pretending to fake the pain that was supposed to be going through his body as he looked at the girl, Elisabeth. Elisabeth was only two years younger than him. Andrew knew her. They had secretly met several times. She was his half-sister. The child his father produced to be Andrew’s meal on this very night. Andrew scanned back through the crowd of faces. His uncle stood toward the back, smiling. At that instant, Andrew knew too. It hadn’t been in secret. His uncle knew who the girl was. No one else knew, but Edward Lucan did. Edward Lucan was enjoying his nephew’s horror at realizing he would kill his only remaining immediate relative.
Andrew walked over to the sleeping girl. She actually smelled delicious. Andrew reached down and bit into her. He would drink enough to convince everyone and then stop and pretend to pass out. It was the only way to convince his uncle that he had just turned. Andrew bit down and began to drink. The blood was better than what he had been using for the last year to quench his thirst. His world began to fade, and he was, for the first time since his family’s death, happy. He would not have to fake passing out after all. The world turned dark, and he closed his eyes to dreamless sleep. 
When he finally opened his eyes again, he gazed up at the ceiling of the room. His uncle was in the next room arguing with Gabriel. They always argued. Andrew sat up and snuck over to the window. He saw the stage, but not Elisabeth. Her scent was coming from inside the house now. Andrew stood up finding himself completely energized. He snuck out into the hallway and down the hall to the room where Elisabeth was. His uncle didn’t hear through his argument. Andrew opened the door, wanting to check on his half-sister and only family Andrew had left. She was lying on the bed. He crept closer silently and suddenly stopped. Elisabeth was dead.
Arianna felt herself jerked back through the memory to her room in the cabin where Andrew had his arms around her. Tears were dripping down her face. Arianna felt the tears that he never shed. Fourteen-year-old Andrew never was allowed to shed tears for the last of his family. He would have to live the rest of his life knowing he killed her, intentional or not. Andrew rubbed her back to soothe her as the tears kept falling.
“They fed you your sister?” she whispered.
“Gabriel didn’t know. I found out later. That what he was yelling about. Shhh,” Andrew replied, patting her back as more tears came down. “Don’t cry. That’s all in the past. No one can change it now.” Arianna buried her face in his chest and tried to stop the tears, but they wouldn’t. She hadn’t just seen the scene from Andrew’s eyes, but felt the agony that went with it when he found he had killed his sister. Arianna searched for words to comfort him.
“That’s the only type of memory I will ever try to keep from you,” Andrew said into her hair as he kissed the top of her head. “I don’t want you to feel the sadness that has been my life. I only plan to have happy memories from here on out, if you let me stay by your side.” Andrew kept his strong arms around her as her sobs died down.
Turner stood in the doorway, watching as Arianna composed herself. He didn’t know what the memory was, but could understand from the conversation that Arianna had seen something horrific. Devin stayed on the couch, not moving. Both boys understood; it was now Andrew’s time to take care of her.
 “Gabriel will be back in an hour with Jackson first, and then he’ll go back and get Nixon,” Devin informed Arianna from the living room. “Mica and Nelson will come tomorrow. You will need to check them as soon as you can. Whoever did this will try to hide it; hence, we need to know.”
“Mmm hmm,” Arianna said though the leftover sniffles.
“Is that my cue to hide?” Andrew asked Devin, and Devin nodded. Andrew stood to shut the door. “I think she needs a nap after all that,” he said to Devin and Turner before the door closed. Neither objected. Andrew returned to Arianna’s side and laid her across his chest. Her eyes fluttered shut at the sound of his heartbeat. She was exhausted, physically and mentally.
“Sleep, my love,” Andrew said quietly. Arianna lifted her head and smiled at him. She wanted to reassure him she was all right after what she had seen. He kissed her forehead in return. Andrew wiped away the last of her tears as she lay back down and instantly fell asleep.
* * * * *
Arianna’s mind came awake before her body as she lay there sleeping on Andrew. He lifted a piece of her hair and twirled it around his finger. She felt a tingle begin in her hands as they awoke and the feeling of his skin beneath her began to send a different kind of tingle down her arms. Andrew’s arms were comfort to her. Noticing she was awake, he easily picked her up and slid her on top of himself. He smiled as they were now face to face. Arianna was about to talk, but he put a finger on her lips to indicate to be silent. Confused, she looked around the room and then finally heard the new voice in the mix in the living room.
‘Jackson is here?’ Arianna tried to push herself up and off his bare chest. Andrew clamped down and smiled wickedly. His skin always brought tingles to her, but now he was pushing more feelings her way than normal. The skin contact made it hard to concentrate on anything but Andrew. She couldn’t make much of a sound without being embarrassed when she finally left her room alone.
‘And Nixon. Nelson should be here in an hour,’ Andrew replied and smiled back at her. He slid her up so that they were now nose to nose; the movement causing her to pout more at him. Then his statement sunk in.
‘What?’ Arianna’s head snapped up as she listened for the second new heart beating in the room. She found him in the kitchen. Both her human guards had arrived. Andrew leaned up and kissed her. Arianna wanted to respond better to his kiss, but she was distracted. Arianna thought that after a short nap, she would at least get a little time to accept what she would have to do: infiltrate the minds of her friends that trusted her. Arianna had always respected Jackson from the first day she met him. For over a year, she had thought he was a businessman who rode the same Friday night city bus with her. He was always dressed in a suit and tie. She had spoken to him many times before she knew the truth. He was part of her personal protection team. He would be the first test of this new power, and it saddened her to use him like that.
‘I hate this.’ Arianna complained. She really thought she had more time to prepare. Falling asleep wasn’t part of her plan.
‘What? I’m pretty sure I’m not a bad kisser. At least you didn’t think so last night,’ he teased. Andrew was doing his best to lighten the mood. He didn’t blame Arianna for her hesitation. Diving into anyone’s mind without their express permission wasn’t a nice thing to do.
‘Not this.’ She trailed her hand down his bare chest. She could never hate being alone with him or his loving teasing. ‘The part where I fell asleep again for hours. I’m not that weak girl. That just isn’t me.’ Arianna was frustrated. Away from the poison, she should have been getting better.
‘Oh I know that,’ Andrew replied. ‘You’ve been rejecting my advances for over a year now.’
‘What?’ Arianna was surprised. While he had often times kidded about running away with her just to piss off Devin, she really didn’t take it as more than teasing. There was the one time she was truly alone with him for twenty seconds where he asked her to fall in love with him, but she figured that was just him hitting on her because she was the first female baku he’d ever seen.
‘I’ve been making it quite clear that I’m interested in you, but you’ve been denying it.’ Andrew slid a finger across her cheek and made her shiver as her focus returned to him and her body pressed against him. His hands slid beneath her shirt and wrapped around her back. The skin-to-skin contact sent more shivers through her and made Arianna try to pull herself closer to him. 
More shuffling outside their room brought her attention back to the people in the living room. Immediately, Arianna turned red and gracefully maneuvered off of Andrew. Devin was just outside the door and even though he didn’t have super hearing, Turner did. Arianna felt a twinge of guilt sneak through her. She’d spent three days with Andrew and easily moved back into the warm feeling of his arms when she woke, but she couldn’t do that now. Not with Devin around. Not without making a choice. She had to remain neutral, or at least try, until she decided.
Reading the rush of emotion from her, Andrew backed up and gave her space even though he wanted to chase her across the room. There was no reason for her to hesitate. She wanted him as much as he wanted her. He was sure of that. Then he heard the cough in the kitchen from Devin.
‘He really doesn’t mind,’ Andrew added as Arianna moved closer to the door. The only reason she would be away from him now, with the need to be together so great, was Devin.
‘Not jealous at all?’ Arianna asked, disappointed. Part of her wanted Devin to care. It would make things ten times harder, but she still wanted it.
‘No, he’s jealous. How could he not be? But he doesn’t mind you being with me,’ Andrew replied. ‘And you can’t leave yet. You need to check Jackson and Nixon to see if either is the one poisoning you.’ Andrew patted the bed beside him. ‘I’ll be good,’ he promised. Arianna moved over and sat beside Andrew, making sure there was no skin-to-skin contact to drive her crazy. True to his word, he sat nicely as she closed her eyes.
“Did you find out anything else after we left about the poison,” Devin asked Nixon. Arianna jumped into Nixon’s mind easily. There were no secrets there as he continued to talk with Devin. Nixon was still the hoops-shooting human half of the duo that also rode her bus.
Turner began talking in the kitchen to Jackson with the same type of questioning. They must have had it planned. Once she knew that Nixon wasn’t the one, Arianna jumped out of Nixon’s mind and into Jackson’s, looking for his response. He wasn’t as much of an open book to her as she pressed into his subconscious. He was keeping several secrets, but upon examining each of them, he wasn’t involved in poisoning her. His secrets involved Molina, and their secret relationship. Even now, he was worrying about her back at the Randolph estate. Arianna was thankful. She could never really see Jackson as anything other than the straight-laced, suit and tie wearing, business man she had gotten to know.
‘Clean?’ Andrew asked curiously as Arianna brought her focus back to him in the room.
‘Yes,’ Arianna replied as she stood. Andrew reached over and grabbed her hand before she could move too far away. He gently kissed the tips of each of her fingers. He didn’t want to let her out of his sight, but he had to.
‘Both of them?’ he asked, delaying her for at least a moment longer.
‘Yes. Jackson is hiding his relationship with Molina, but neither knows anything about the poison. They don’t even know what it looks like from what Mori showed us,’ Arianna replied. She couldn’t take her hand from his. She was pulled in two directions at once. Part of her wanted to climb back into bed and cuddle with Andrew, and the other part wanted to go back out and see Devin, even if he wasn’t going to reciprocate her emotions.
‘Then you should go tell Devin. And stop by and test your blood counts again just to be sure you’re getting better.’ Arianna felt the twinge of worry behind his comment. Even she knew that she shouldn’t still be falling asleep all the time.
 



 
 
 
NINETEEN


Neither Nelson nor Mica had knowledge of the poison, or of the small, clear plastic disks distributing it. Arianna’s entire team, minus her most trusted team member, Molina, and keeper Thomas, were all crammed into the four bedroom cabin. Molina and Thomas were expected to arrive before the morning sun, which was too bright for Molina to travel in. Andrew kept to himself in her room the whole time, and her four guards were unaware of him, but Arianna was hyper-aware of him. Every movement he made caught her attention. She had never been so aware of anyone in her life. While she wanted to blow it off as a crush, she couldn’t let go of the feeling that it was more than that. As night ended, and everyone was finally going off to their rooms to sleep, Arianna continued to sit on the couch, watching TV.
“Ari,” Devin interrupted her, though it wasn’t actually interrupting since all she was doing was sitting in front of the TV. She wasn’t really even watching it; her eyes were already closed. “You need to get some sleep. Your numbers are getting better, but not by much. You need sleep.” 
Devin offered his hand to her to help her stand. Arianna hesitantly took it. Faintly she felt something behind his touch. Worry or jealously, she couldn’t tell which as it may have been flickering between the two emotions. Devin led her over to her room. Andrew was sitting at the window watching the sun rise. For night humans, sunrise meant time to go to bed. Devin gave her hand to Andrew and walked away to the shared bathroom and into the room he was sharing with Turner.
Arianna couldn’t stop the tears that were building up from falling as she heard the bathroom door shut. Just like that, Devin had given her away. Arianna stared at the bathroom door Devin had just left from as the waterworks began. She wasn’t afraid to cry in front of Andrew because he felt what she was feeling inside and therefore already knew. There was no real hiding of her emotions from him anyway. Andrew slowly placed his arms around her, pulling her close. He turned her around and hugged her to hide her tears on his chest. He felt the hurt in her and slowly took the pain away. 
Sadness was quickly replaced by anger, and Arianna mentally went into the room Devin and Turner were in. Andrew didn’t stop her; he knew completely what she was doing. While she didn’t want to hurt anyone, she needed to see the truth. Turner was already asleep, and Devin was lying in bed reading as always. Arianna entered his mind and was shocked to find the space almost empty. Less than a half dozen thoughts floated about and none were a different color. Devin wasn’t hiding anything from her in that moment, but he wasn’t really thinking about much either. Arianna looked around his mind and found several doors. Andrew already knew about the doors. It was Devin’s way to keep track of everything. She looked at the locks, but didn’t even find door handles. Frustrated, she pulled out of his mind and continued to cry. Devin’s mind was a solid fortress that held his emotions and thoughts locked away. 
Andrew pulled her over to the bed. She wouldn’t find what she was looking for. Devin had spent years learning how to keep his emotions at bay in order to be the best baku hunter. Baku could sense emotion of any kind, especially in a person who was awake. Devin was a silent force, able to lock everything in his mind. Arianna sat down obediently at Andrew’s touch. She was still in shock and filled with sadness that immediately returned as his touch faded.
“Ari,” Andrew said, crouching between her legs as he removed her shoes. She was making no effort to go to bed, so he was doing so for her. He slid his hand on top of hers as he sat down beside her. Some of the sadness faded, and she looked over at him finally.
“I can feel everything you feel. He just broke your heart.” Unwillingly, Andrew started to feel the rage build in him. He didn’t want Arianna in the hands of another man, but he also couldn’t help the protective feeling that was creeping over him. Andrew was conflicted, but it wasn’t wrong to feel anger at anyone that hurt her. Devin was hurting her even if he thought he was protecting her. Andrew’s anger brought Arianna’s attention back to Andrew. She reached over and touched his face, her way of calming him.
“Since I’ve been getting sick on and off for over six months now, Devin has never left my side. He used to let Turner help me sleep at night when I first turned a year ago, but not in six months.” The tears began again. Andrew more than filled the emptiness that Devin left, but it still hurt. “Was it all in my head? I thought he loved me. I’ve slept with only him for months. I thought that meant something. I thought that was his own way of telling me how much he loved me, that he wouldn’t let anyone else protect me.” The room blurred as the tears picked up, flowing. Andrew didn’t try to sooth the tears out of her but allowed her to keep crying. “I thought he loved me,” she repeated.
“Was he your first love?” Andrew asked quietly. Arianna gave a tearful nod. Andrew pulled her to him and began taking away the hurt. Baku couldn’t just feel the emotions around them, but they could actually feed off of the energy. It was another way for baku to feed without taking any blood. By feeding on her hurt, Andrew could remove a large part of the pain she felt. Arianna felt her heart lighten as he finally laid her down in bed.
“I really,” Andrew began before his anger took over again. “To take advantage of you and then throw you away,” he couldn’t finish. Andrew thought Devin was better than most teenage boys.
“It was me,” Arianna tried to calm Andrew down as his baku form flickered. They didn’t need an angry baku running around the house, especially since he wasn’t actually supposed to be in the home yet. Everyone on her team thought Andrew was arriving last. “I read too much into it. Turner said that he couldn’t keep trying for my affection because of how Devin was with me. I thought that meant that, at some point while I was unconscious, Devin really did show the world he was in love with me. I assumed too much.”
“Still, that’s no reason for him to use you and throw you away,” Andrew replied, his form still flickering. The idea that someone else had put their hands on Arianna was hard enough to deal with, but then to find that Devin had slept with her and then thrown her away was getting too much for Andrew to keep under control. Andrew stood to pace the room to wear off the energy building.
“Use me?” Arianna asked, wiping the last of her tears away.
“If a guy is going to sleep with you, he should have the decency to treat you right,” Andrew replied with a sigh as he rubbed his temples trying to calm his own anger. Arianna’s own sadness was subsiding which made it easier for Andrew to focus. He plopped down beside her.
A blush ran up Arianna’s face, and she grabbed the pillow behind her head to cover her face as she mumbled her reply.
“What?” Andrew asked. His hearing was as good as hers. He heard her, but was making Arianna repeat herself. Arianna repeated what she had said into the pillow a second embarrassing time. Andrew didn’t reply, but just stared at the pillow in shock and embarrassment of his own. She lifted the pillow slightly but kept it covering her face to repeat what she had said more clearly. 
“Ugh, you’re just like Aunt Lilly. He slept with me; as in sleep, not slept with me. I’m a virgin,” Arianna said quietly, mortified of saying it out loud to Andrew. Andrew, though embarrassed, was relieved and didn’t say anything more to add to either of their embarrassment.
Once her awkwardness subsided, Arianna drifted off peacefully to sleep in Andrew’s arms. She was content there. Arianna was certain Andrew could never be as cold to her as Devin. He would always be the warm, loving spot in her heart. 
Arianna had only enjoyed her cozy slumber for a few hours when she was woken. The cry echoed in her head as Arianna sat up. Someone was calling for help. They weren’t calling for her, but someone was calling. She heard their desperate pleas. Again, she knew that she was listening to someone that had to be familiar to her, but she didn’t know who. They were in trouble.
‘Father,’ the male voiced called. ‘I’m stuck in the woods. Please. You have to send someone. It’s nearing high sun. I don’t know if I can find enough shade. Father.’ His plea rung loud and clear for Arianna. It had to be a night human, and a dearg-dul at that who would burn in the high noonday sun. While Arianna was completely immune to the sunlight due to her baku genes, the dearg-dul were not. Any exposure to high, daytime sun rays could instantly burn the flesh of dearg-dul to the point of killing them.
‘You made your mess, now deal with it,’ a second male voice replied. ‘No son of mine fails at anything.’
Arianna concentrated to see if she could hear more. Nothing came. The voice stopped its pleading for now. She rubbed her arms to try to get rid of the goose bumps forming as she realized someone was in trouble again, and she was the only one that could help. Somehow, her new senses were kicking in more now that she was feeling better. Andrew lazily opened his eyes and pulled her back down into the bed and into his arms. 
“It’s cold out there,” he complained, throwing the covers back up over Arianna. He had seen her rubbing her arms. She slid out of bed and pulled a sweatshirt on over her pajamas. 
“What time is it even?” Andrew rubbed his eyes, looking around the room for a clock.
Arianna looked at the clock. “Ten thirty.” She slipped her socks and shoes on and walked over to the door before Andrew could respond.
“Wait a second,” Andrew gracefully left the bed and stood shirtless in front of her. Arianna caught her breath a second. It was a nice sight to wake up to, but for now she had to ignore it. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“Someone is out there and needs help. I’m going to help.” Arianna pulled her hair up into a ponytail and reached for the door.
“You’re not going anywhere. Remember, we’re in hiding,” Andrew replied, grabbing her hand before she could make it to the door handle. Even right out of bed he was quick on his feet.
“Not anymore, Molina arrived an hour ago, and Thomas is almost here.” Arianna placed her hands on his tight abs and leaned up to kiss him. He loosened his grip, and she quickly ended the kiss to slip out the door. Andrew moved to follow her.
‘You have to stay hidden until I have time to test both Molina and Thomas.’ She reminded him. Andrew wanted to pound on the door in frustration, as she was right.
Arianna felt his frustration leak out of the room as she smiled to herself. She would be able to find the person and get them back before anyone would know but Andrew. The rest of the house was asleep, and Andrew couldn’t risk being seen. It would be easy. The voice wasn’t far off. She would jog out there and bring the person back in no time. Her plan was short-lived as soon as she opened the front door of the house; Gabriel stood in front of her.
“Seems you think you get to go running around without any protection,” Gabriel commented. “Andrew said you’re leaving, and thankfully, I was already here.” Arianna huffed, knowing she would have to argue with Andrew later. Whoever it was trapped in the woods needed her help now.
“There’s a dearg-dul trapped in the woods. I was going to go get him and come back. They’re harmless in the sunlight; you know that,” she replied before Gabriel could object to it being a trap.
“And that’s not just an excuse?” Gabriel wasn’t persuaded.
“No, really. I heard someone calling out.” Arianna explained. “There really is someone out there.” Arianna wasn’t simply trying to get out of the house. She hadn’t felt trapped until now that she was told she couldn’t go outside.
“To you?” Gabriel asked.
“No, to their father to rescue them. And their father isn’t coming.” 
Gabriel sighed. It would be impossible to talk her out of it. She was the head of the clan, and it was her job to protect everyone. He couldn’t argue if it were true that someone was out there.
“Fine, but I’m coming with you. Where is he at?” Gabriel needed to be sure.
Arianna closed her eyes and looked around. She first found all the night humans in her cabin. Molina was asleep with the boys. Andrew was pacing, and Devin and Turner were also asleep. She spread her mind out and continued to look around the woods. Easily, she found a night human crouched behind some trees. She felt the anxiety drip off him as he silently waited. The sun was close to being too much to bear.
‘Father, please,’ the voice came again from a different direction.
Arianna zeroed in on the voice and found a second night human in the woods. He was also hiding in the trees. He had done a good job of keeping out of the sun, but he couldn’t stop the panic he was throwing off. The sun was easy to avoid at one time, but it moved through the four danger hours and he couldn’t be sure he would be safe for all four hours. Even now in the shade his skin was blistering.
“There are two out there,” Arianna said, surprising even herself. “They are both in danger and doing their best to hide. I don’t know who the first person is in that direction, but the second has a familiar voice. He has to be one of mine.”
Gabriel debated what to do. He worried that the second night human wasn’t from their clans. Arianna didn’t know the difference, but Gabriel did. From the worry and anxiety, they weren’t a night human that could stand the noonday sunlight. Gabriel didn’t know all of the dearg-dul clan, so they could easily be one of her’s also. 
“The first one isn’t ours,” Gabriel decided. He couldn’t take the risk. He didn’t know how much Arianna knew of the other clans. Devin had kept her knowledge limited, but she had run into them over the past month more than once.
“But they’re in trouble,” Arianna replied. Clan or not, Arianna didn’t want the death of a night human to be on her conscience. 
“And they aren’t ours. Let someone else deal with it,” Gabriel replied.
“We are the only ones that can help in time,” Arianna answered. “And, as head of the clan, I insist that we save both of them.”
Gabriel gritted his teeth. He loved Arianna as his own flesh and blood, but he wasn’t happy with her at that moment. He regretted that her word was final. All baku had to listen to the leader when they made a decision. Gabriel looked down at her, wanting to fight more, but he caught the innocence in her eyes. That was the part that made Arianna who she was: her complete innocence. Immediately, he knew why she wanted to save the unknown person. She couldn’t be the ruthless leader Randolph was, or that Gabriel had to be. Gabriel sighed. He couldn’t deny her word, and he couldn’t crush her innocence. That would happen soon enough.
“We will go to the one of your clan first,” Gabriel replied. “And if we’re not too late, we can see about the other one.” Arianna smiled. She had won the argument. Then she paused and scanned the woods. There was burning flesh on the first one that caught her attention immediately.
“It won’t be enough time. The other one is already burned. He won’t last without us saving him.” Arianna had to formulate a plan. “I’ll go to my own clan on my own, and you go to the other. There’s no one in the dearg-dul clan that I can’t handle.”
“That’s not safe,” Gabriel replied, refusing to leave her alone.
“And that wasn’t a question,” Arianna replied, getting the backbone she needed to order her uncle around. Someone’s life depended on her.
“I’ll watch over her,” Thomas said from behind Gabriel.
‘And so will I,’ Andrew added silently to Gabriel and Arianna. There was no way Andrew would let her wander the woods alone.
“Then that’s settled,” Arianna added, not waiting for Gabriel’s reply.
Gabriel sighed and gave up his argument. He nodded to Arianna and headed in the direction of the silent night human as she took off in the direction of the one pleading for his life.
Arianna couldn’t contain the laugh as she began to run through the trees. She felt better than she had in months, and after being crammed into the cabin for almost a week, she was happy to be stretching her muscles. The poison was obviously leaving her system. Andrew followed, not too far behind, but still unseen to Thomas. She ran through the forest at a full sprint, and Thomas was right beside her. His beautiful black wings stretched and flapped in the wind. His feeling of freedom was almost as happy as hers.
‘Are you doing better?’ Arianna asked Thomas. They had all been poisoned.
‘Not a trace of poison left in me,’ he replied. ‘We think it was only reacting with the leftover blood of yours in my system. Must have been the same for Turner. The poison has no effect on lycan or tengu. And you?’
‘Feeling great right now.’ Arianna jumped a little higher than normal, missing a log. She faltered only momentarily before running again.
‘Arianna Caoimhe,’ Devin yelled in her mind. He was beyond livid.
‘Yes,’ she replied, not backing down after the night before. He had broken her heart. He had no right to tell her what to do and how to do it.
‘Andrew just hopped out my window saying that he was chasing you into the woods, and standing here in your room I can see it’s true.’ Devin’s anger and worry mixed together as it poured off him. Arianna felt a slight stab of guilt, but didn’t stop running to her target.
‘There are two night humans stuck in the woods. I’m going to bring one back and Gabriel’s bringing the other.’ Arianna explained her reason for running, though she felt she owed him nothing.
‘Who are they?’ Devin demanded, getting dressed to follow her.
‘I don’t know,’ Arianna replied.
‘You’re risking your life for two unknown night humans? They probably aren’t even our clan.’ Devin was close to fuming now.
‘One is mine. I can recognize his voice. I will not let my clan members die, no matter how stupid they are for running in the woods near high sun.’ Arianna ducked under a passing branch.
‘Arianna, how can you be so reckless? Ours or not, it doesn’t matter. Not everyone that is member of one of your clans is safe for you to be around.’ Devin rushed to get dressed and follow her out into the woods.
‘Someone needs help, and there’s no one for miles. Help isn’t coming. I am.’ Arianna tried to put some finality behind her words.
‘You don’t even know who they are. This cabin is on the edge of the Grace Clan property, but it’s surrounded by others on all sides. There’s a war going on between the night humans and you’re placing yourself in danger. Get back here right now.’ Devin tried one last attempt to bring her back.
Arianna laughed her reply. ‘All more the reason for me to get to this one and save him. How much will the clans like it if I knowingly let one of their clan members die?’
Devin’s words didn’t make a difference to her. Arianna was done following Devin’s orders, and was now going to follow her own. This felt right. She couldn’t sit by and be a pawn for anyone. She had to fight her own battles, and this was the first one she would fight. Arianna would be the kind of leader she wanted, neither what Devin or Gabriel wanted, nor what Seeger or Lucan wanted. Arianna would be herself and live her life the best way she could with no regrets. Watching Devin walk away before bed showed her that much. She would have no regrets. Arianna ran through the trees, coming to a sudden halt. Hiding behind the trees was a young man. He was still trying desperately to plea with his harsh father. Arianna froze in her tracks as Thomas stopped beside her. She recognized the dearg-dul immediately: Michael Seeger.
 



 
 
 
TWENTY


Michael stared up at Arianna in her night human form. The sun was shining behind her back, and she didn’t flinch. Her skin was still the same milky-white tone but without a hint of a burn or blister. She was radiant. He had heard the rumors, like everyone else, that she was immune to daytime sunlight, but he had never seen her outside, as he never left buildings during daylight hours. She was beautiful, with the sun sparkling off her pale skin, and her blue eyes were stunning. Michael couldn’t get any words out as he stared dumbfounded at her. She was an angel rescuing him when his father refused.
“Are you hurt?” Arianna asked, looking him over. Michael couldn’t form words to respond. She took his breath away every time he looked at her. His father was right. Arianna was the perfect match for a mate.
“Should I just run for it?” Arianna asked Thomas behind her. Michael continued to stare and didn’t even notice Thomas as he landed. Thomas’ large black wings were making her stand out even more with her pale contrast to them.
“We can’t stop the sun, so that’s probably the best solution. He will get burned, but we have enough blood back at the cabin to fix that,” Thomas replied, and Michael finally looked over next to her. “I can keep pace above you and block out most of the light, but that’s the best we can do.”
Michael was startled from his gawking when he finally noticed Arianna stooping to pick him up. He pushed back and scrambled closer to the tree. He was afraid to enter the direct sunlight but even more ashamed to be carried by such a beautiful creature. Arianna cocked her head to the side as if listening to someone and then nodded before swiftly knocking him out.
“Why?” Thomas asked as she easily scooped him up into her arms. Michael Seeger was a small man like his own father, so it wouldn’t be a problem to carry him back the way they came. Arianna’s night human strength was plenty enough to lift him. There was no way she could gracefully carry any of her keepers, but Michael would not be a problem. Although there was no reason to knock him out from what Thomas could see.
“He was going to refuse me,” she explained with a shrug. “It’s easier this way.”
Arianna turned and began the slower run back to the cabin. Arianna did her best to keep Michael away from the sunlight, but it was a challenge. She wasn’t used to hiding from the sun, so it was hard to remember to. Gabriel found his charge easier and was already at the cabin. In the middle of her jog back, she stopped and motioned for Thomas to come down. Thomas kept his wings spread to block the sunlight. It didn’t burn Thomas like the dearg-duls, but it wasn’t the most comfortable thing either. He would need a bath from all the extra sweat dripping down into the feathers.
“Problem?” Thomas asked. She didn’t look like carrying the dearg-dul was straining her, but Thomas was acutely aware that she wasn’t completely healed. He wanted to berate himself for letting her carry Michael, but didn’t get a chance.
Arianna strained out a smile as Gabriel and Devin appeared from the trees in front of them. 
“At least now maybe he will stop yelling in my head,” Arianna replied to Thomas. 
Devin was livid, and it showed in every ounce of him.
“Oh, I see,” Thomas replied as Gabriel came and took Michael from Arianna. “Arianna, do you feel okay?” Thomas noticed he wasn’t the only one sweating profusely. There was still an underlying yellowness to her skin, even in night human form.
Devin didn’t wait for Arianna to respond before he scooped her into his arms like a child. He stared in the opposite direction for a minute before marching back to the cabin. Arianna smiled over Devin’s shoulder at the trees, and Andrew hidden away in them. Devin was silently thanking him for keeping watch over her. Andrew vanished in an instant and was back at the cabin before them. He slipped through the window to her room unnoticed and was sitting in her room, listening to everything.
Once back at the house, Devin set her down gently on the couch, which was a surprise considering how mad he was at her. Arianna expected him to unceremoniously drop her once he got her safely locked inside. Devin did, however, turn back to her to yell more, but stopped. He sighed after looking at her and stormed off to his room. Devin was sorting out his feelings and getting everything under control. It wasn’t often that Devin lost his cool. Gabriel exited one of the bedrooms and came to sit beside her.
“That boy isn’t too happy with you right now,” Gabriel commented. The couch bowed under his massive size. Even his day human form was larger than most people.
Arianna nodded in agreement. “Where are the night humans?” Arianna asked, now that she could finally relax and breathe again without all the extra yelling of Devin or Michael in her head.
“We locked them both up and put them in separate rooms for now. We know the one you got is Michael Seeger, but we don’t know the identity of the other one. Mori ran the Randolph database, and he’s not one of yours. He’s running the facial database right now to see if we can tell who he is,” he continued.
“Locked them up? I think I’m adequately protected now.” All her guards had returned to her and were taking turns watching over the house and surrounding wooded areas.
“Not for your protection, but for each other. I was only able to get a glance from the unknown one, but he and Michael were fighting before they both noticed their predicament.” Gabriel was keeping more from her. Arianna could tell, but she would never break his trust and enter his mind unwillingly.
“They were fighting so hard they didn’t notice the time?” Arianna wondered.
“Hey, it can happen.” Gabriel chuckled at his own memories. It had happened to him on more than one occasion. Arianna again wanted to use her new skill and intrude, but didn’t. Gabriel looked back to Arianna with concern. She didn’t feel too bad after her afternoon run, but everyone was very anxious.
“So how mad is Devin?” Arianna asked cautiously.
“Worried, as we all are. You’re still sick.” Gabriel touched her forehead like he was feeling for her temp, but after a year in this night human world, Arianna knew better. Gabriel was just going over the motion while he thought. Night humans didn’t register temperatures when infected. “You should be getting better more rapidly, especially with Andrew’s blood. The stronger the blood, the quicker you heal.” Arianna already had multiple lessons on that. It was one of the main reasons she was so valuable to everyone. Inside, Devin’s bedroom furniture was being rearranged as several items hit the wall.
“I don’t know if I’d call that worry. Sounds more like anger to me. And he has no reason to be mad. I get to make my own choices, and, last time I checked, I was technically in charge.” Arianna crossed her arms in protest. Devin’s anger wasn’t going to make her feel bad about saving two people. What good was it to have so much power if she couldn’t help people with it? “If I want to risk my life saving someone, I think that’s my choice. It’s not like he hasn’t made it clear that he would be better off without me.”
“Ari, give the boy a break. He has a lot of pressure to fulfill many jobs around here. And maybe he’s taking care of you in his own way.” Gabriel nodded, not needing to mention that he knew about her broken heart. It was hard enough to hide her emotions from most baku, but Gabriel was more in tune with her than she even pretended to understand. 
Gabriel sighed. He’d known Devin since the day he’d help Randolph save him. It was Gabriel’s own negligence that ended up making Devin into who he was now. “He truly loves you, child. So much, he’s willing to give you to who you’re meant to be with. I think that’s the greatest love someone can show another.”
Arianna’s head snapped up as she wanted to question Gabriel more, but Andrew took precedent as he spoke inside her head.
‘I think you might want to search both Thomas and Molina’s minds soon. Like right about now. Molina is in here looking around your room and doesn’t know I’m here.’
“I heard,” Gabriel replied as Arianna moved to stand up. “Ari, do it from here, right now, to know what she’s doing. Turner,” Gabriel called behind him. Turner came from the kitchen with a plate full of sandwiches. “Time to work for that food boy,” he teased as he vanished to the outside of the house.
“That means I need to stay here?” Turner asked the empty space that had been Gabriel. He plopped down and set his plate down. Though he appeared casual as always, Arianna felt his pulse increase as he tuned in his senses to follow Gabriel and assess the room around them. Turner was going to enjoy his sandwich and work at the same time.
“Yes,” Arianna replied, closing her eyes and searching for Molina’s mind. Instantly her mind was filled with almost an equal amount of different colored balls. Molina had many secrets. 
Arianna searched through the memories coming to the moment leading her into Arianna’s room. 
A bedroom came into focus as Arianna entered the memory. Molina was laying on a bed in Devin’s and Turner’s empty room. Gabriel flashed into the room carrying Michael. Molina jumped up and ran over to Gabriel.
“Is he hurt?” Molina asked. She already knew who he was before they got back to the cottage. Only one person would be this close to Arianna’s hideout without being told. “It’s burning hours.”
“Not from our jog back here, we got him back in time. There are a few minor burns, but after we feed him, he should be fine.” Gabriel placed Michael on a bed and began to bind his arms and feet effectively tying him to the heavy bedpost at the same time. There were minor cuts all over him that were already healing.
“Is he the threat?” Molina asked, watching him, but not offering to help. She was testing the waters to find out what Gabriel knew or suspected.
“I’m not sure. We found a second one out there, and all I can tell is they had been fighting. All the scrapes and cuts are from the fight.” Gabriel finished binding Michael. “You can stay here and watch him. Devin should be here soon with Arianna. “
“What?” Molina asked, standing to follow Gabriel. “Arianna was outside? Doesn’t she understand how unwell she is?”
“Stay here,” Gabriel ordered Molina.
“But is Arianna in trouble?” Molina was unconcerned with the tied up, unconscious young man in the room. Michael’s pulse was strong, and he was just sleeping. Her main concern was, and would always be, Arianna. Molina knew about the extent of her sickness and running around during daylight hours, immunity or not, was not a good idea.
“She just exerted herself too much getting to him in time. If she hadn’t, it could have been much worse. Thanks to her, both boys should live and come out of this completely fine.” Gabriel paused at the door. He pointed at Michael. “I don’t trust him or his family. Stay here and watch him.” Gabriel was one of the few people Molina didn’t ever disagree with. Gabriel was deadly if he chose to be so, and no one would see it coming. The old baku had experienced more in life than she ever imagined, and he was the only one without clouded judgment that felt as strongly about Arianna as she did.
Molina waited until she heard Devin and Gabriel talking before she walked over to Michael. She felt his pulse; he was already awake and waiting for her. He didn’t open his eyes and stir, but he felt the pinch she gave him.
‘Did you see the angel that rescued me?’ Michael asked in awe. ‘I’d do that all over again just to get her to come get me.’
‘And did you see how sick she is? I thought you said it would only make her weak?’ Molina kept pretending to check him over and used the opportunity to pinch him hard again. It would leave a bruise for sure.
‘What the hell are you doing so close to the cottage?’ she asked him mentally.
‘I didn’t honestly know she was here. I was chasing the vrykolakas. I almost got him too.’ Michael didn’t open his eyes, but talked back anyways. ‘What’s the baku planning to do with me?’
‘I don’t know. No one will trust you. Keep your mouth shut,’ Molina advised him.
‘I have to say something when they finally know I’m awake.’ Michael tested the binding just a little bit. Gabriel had done his job well. Michael wasn’t getting out until someone let him.
‘Which one of you started it?’ Molina sat down on a chair and pretended to watch him dutifully though he wasn’t going anywhere.
‘Does it matter?’
‘It will to Gabriel. You’re on their land.’ Molina wanted to slap him, but then everyone would expect him to wake up. She hadn’t been told to wake him. Michael was just as arrogant as his father.
‘Shit, I went too far over the line again.’ Michael was actually sorry.
‘Yeah, so you better make up something good. Just don’t get your father involved. He’ll mess things up for sure. Stick to our agreement.’ Molina stood and walked to the door, hearing Devin enter with Arianna. She listened to Arianna and then moved back to Michael. 
Arianna jumped back out of the memory quickly. They were speaking too much in code for Arianna to understand. 
‘I need more time to find more memories,’ she told Andrew. 
‘We don’t have more time. Gabriel wants to act now. Did she do it?’ Andrew asked. Arianna’s demeanor told Andrew that she had.
‘I don’t know.’ Arianna didn’t want to believe Molina would do anything to harm her. She was like the sister Arianna had always wished for. Molina was the only female in this new life of hers. She barely had time to see her friends now, but Molina was there every day.
‘Should I check Thomas first?’ Arianna asked, trying to delay him.
‘No. Mori agrees that he’s safe,’ Andrew answered. Molina was guilty, but Arianna didn’t want to admit it.
Arianna closed her eyes, trying to will the tears away as Andrew silently captured Molina and subdued her. She didn’t resist. She didn’t even know Andrew was in the room. He acted quickly and took her down before anyone else even knew what was happening. Gabriel wasn’t needed. Devin came running from the second bedroom to find Andrew escorting Molina into the living room. Gabriel was right behind, flexing his power and making every night human in the cottage shiver. Arianna’s guards were all gathered in the living room for this new threat. Molina refused to look anyone in the eyes.
“I hereby relieve you of your post,” Gabriel said, to the shock of Devin who hadn’t been in on the conversation. “Devin is now in charge of Arianna’s protection unit. All orders through him are final.” Gabriel looked around the room. The day human guards didn’t sense the power behind his statement, but they read the power behind his eyes. Gabriel was especially imposing to day humans. Every one of her guards nodded. Jackson looked betrayed as he stared at Molina. Arianna knew the one secret between them. Jackson had asked to be Molina’s keeper only weeks ago, and she had said yes.
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“What do we do now?” Arianna asked Gabriel. They were standing outside in the noonday sunlight. Most night humans couldn’t do so even in day human form, but it was fine for baku. Arianna did find that was one of the perks of being of mixed blood.
Each of her night human guards were assigned a room to watch with a prisoner because they couldn’t go outside into the sun. Meanwhile the day human guards ran the perimeter looking for trouble. Arianna stood outside with her three keepers, Gabriel, and Devin, the newly-appointed leader of her guards. Devin didn’t look either surprised or uncomfortable in his new position. In fact, it was as if nothing happened to him, duty always took precedent his own feelings. His previous anger at Arianna running outside the house was stored away. Arianna was, on the contrary, a wreck. Andrew kept rubbing his hands over her arms. Not for warmth, but for releasing the feelings pent up inside her. It took Andrew taking away the pain for her to even talk to the rest of the group. Molina’s betrayal was the last straw after Devin’s emotional break from her.
“We need to question each one and find out what they know and what’s going on. From what it seems, Michael and the other one were fighting for some reason. We need to find out why, and what they were doing on our land. Neither was invited or had permission. Molina also needs to be questioned, but she’s not a matter that we need to deal with immediately. Mori informs me that you’re clearing the poison from your system, but not completely free of it. That would suggest that even if Molina set the poison, she hasn’t had time to do so here,” Gabriel calmly analyzed the situation and summed it up for everyone.
“Or that was what she was doing when I caught her,” Andrew suggested. He hadn’t given her time to actually act on what she was doing.
“I can check again for you,” Thomas added. “I found an active one back at the Randolph estate before we left and dropped it off with Mori. I actually didn’t have time to tell Molina about it, so she doesn’t even know that. It kind of makes sense now though,” Thomas opened his wings to block the sun beating down upon Arianna though she didn’t notice it in her stressed state.
“What?” Devin asked.
“I was wondering why Molina was so good at finding them. When they were inactive there was nothing to detect them. I tried every day and spent hours searching the rooms. I had nothing else to do. The only one I did find was very obvious once I knew what the poison was like and what I was looking for. If she set them, then she would have known where to find them if they were turned off and hidden.”
“Good. Then get inside and start checking the house. We need to be sure Arianna is free of that poison and that none of us have been exposed. Her entire food source is right here, and we can’t let her go without,” Gabriel explained as if Arianna wasn’t there. In fact, she wasn’t really there mentally as she continued to contemplate how Molina could betray her.
“I’ll be leaving this all to you guys to sort out. I need to go prep another safe house, and doing that might require me to call in a few favors. I’ll be back within two days to move you all to another location. Keep her safe until then.” Gabriel stared at Andrew with his last words. Gabriel trusted Devin with Arianna, but Devin was still only human.
“Wait,” Arianna finally came back to her senses. “Is it safe to have them locked up in the house?” Arianna remembered watching Gabriel bind Michael in Molina’s thoughts. It didn’t look like much to hold back a night human.
“Yes,” Gabriel replied, noticing she was finally returning to her senses, though Andrew was still rubbing her arms to help.
“But that was just rope. I could easily break through rope like that in my night human form.” Arianna was truly confused.
“You could easily break through most of everything, but those two won’t be a problem. Michael Seeger is levels lower than even your guards. Actually, it’s quite a pity for a purebred, and I think his father knows that. The other one is also at a lower level, probably around Molina’s strength. He’s a young one, so his power will grow with time, but not in a few days. You’ll be safe with them bound.”
“Grow in power?” Yet another new detail about her new night life.
“Yes. I believe he’s as young as you,” Gabriel explained, looking to Devin for some sort of recognition of what Arianna was asking.
“And that means the power for both of us will grow, why?” Arianna looked to Devin too. 
Gabriel continued when Devin didn’t answer. “It can take up to five years for a night human’s powers to mature. Being that Andrew here hasn’t changed much in power for the past two years, I’d guess he turned himself around the age of twelve.” 
Andrew didn’t deny the statement or agree. 
“Eventually my power will be stronger than I am now?” Arianna asked. The thought frightened her. Everyone already wanted her for her power, and it would only get greater.
“Yes, that’s what I was trying to tell you before,” Devin complained. He looked at Gabriel while he spoke. Together, they were silently planning something. Arianna was still too much in shock to try to listen to them as they talked. She was already a sitting target. Now she was a sitting target that had more value than she ever thought.
Gabriel leaned over and gave Arianna’s forehead a fatherly kiss. “Stay safe, and no more running through the woods while I’m gone.” Arianna nodded, and Gabriel vanished.
“I’ll start checking,” Thomas said before excusing himself. Arianna was left with Devin, Turner, and Andrew, the three guys she would always love and who would always protect her. They were her safety, but Arianna even had doubts that they would all survive what was coming. She would be hunted. She already knew how the night humans worked. Three guys would not be enough to keep them away.
“Does that mean you’ll finally listen to me?” Devin asked, obviously still upset with her run through the woods, but unwilling to show that in front of Gabriel. Now that Gabriel was gone, he was a bit hostile toward her.
“I won’t let her go anywhere,” Andrew replied, not waiting for her to answer. Devin gave Andrew a curt nod, turning to leave without her reply.
Turner nodded his agreement with Andrew. “She has yet to get by me either when I’m awake. I think that together we can keep her here,” Turner tried to reassure Devin. 
Devin paused. He nodded to Turner but glared at Arianna. He needed a verbal confirmation from her.
“I’m not going anywhere,” she added, exasperated. “You think I have enough energy left to go running around? Come on, let’s go interrogate our prisoners.” 
Arianna followed the three men back into the house. They all filed Michael Seeger’s room in front of her. Arianna hesitated. Would she still be a target if she were the night human in the legend? Or would that make everything worse? Devin may not want to tell her the details, but that didn’t stop Arianna from wondering. Would she have the power to keep everyone safe?
Michael Seeger sat tied to the bedpost. As Gabriel said, he couldn’t break through the bindings if he’d tried, but now he was pretending to be asleep. Arianna and Andrew, with their baku senses, could tell he wasn’t asleep. Sleeping prey smelled different than when it was awake, and baku could only feed on the sleeping. Devin walked over to Michael and tapped his face. Michael continued to pretend to be sleeping. Turner tried next, a little harder, but Michael still didn’t move.
“How about I feed on him?” Andrew suggested so that Michael would understand that he knew Michael was awake.
Michael’s head immediately snapped up at the suggestion, and he glared at Andrew. His stare turned more into hatred as Andrew laced Arianna’s fingers in his own and pulled her to sit in a nearby chair. Devin nodded his approval. Arianna wasn’t doing well on her feet, and he didn’t need her passing out at this point. Her skill entering minds could still be needed. Though she didn’t want to admit it, running through the woods had tired her out. Arianna let herself be pulled onto Andrew’s lap, but found immediately the mistake. He was still shirtless and any skin contact made her lose her train of thought. Devin noticed this as well and grabbed a shirt off a nearby pile and threw it to Andrew. Arianna couldn’t tell if it was jealously or the need to use her powers that made Devin notice.
“We have a few questions for you,” Devin began, but Michael wouldn’t take his gaze away from Arianna sitting with Andrew. Andrew slipped his arm around her waist once he got the shirt on. Arianna leaned back and enjoyed his warmth.
“You’d let filth like that touch our princess? Do you not care now that Randolph is gone?” he spat out at Devin with vengeance. Michael was flexing his power as much as he could and pulling against the bindings. He was still not powerful enough to break the ropes. The last of his blood would be used up soon as he didn’t have enough to even make it back to the base after the fight he got caught in. His decision to try to appear powerful was a stupid mistake.
Devin ignored him and said again, “We need you to answer a few questions. Are you willing to cooperate or not? We can do this the easy way or the hard way.”
Michael continued to glare at Andrew. Andrew didn’t anger, but he held the stare. Letting go a little, Andrew flexed his power as Gabriel had done at Arianna’s birthday party. The release startled Michael, who quickly broke his gaze. Andrew was much more powerful than anyone had known. Michael knew then that there was no way he could even attempt to intimidate the baku holding Arianna. Arianna placed her hand on Andrew’s chest, and he reigned in his power to normal level. Arianna smiled and leaned back against him.
“I’ll cooperate,” Michael replied dejectedly.
‘Michael, Michael, are you all right?’ A female voice came into Arianna’s head. Arianna tried not to show what she heard.
‘Mom, I’m fine,’ Michael answered.
‘I’m going to get your father to send someone to you right away. He’s being so unreasonable,’ the lady replied.
‘Mom, I said I’m fine,’ Michael said a second time.
“We will start the question with: who are you communicating with and where are they?” Devin asked. Michael was a weaker night human and thus the limits to his communication mentally would be within miles. That was too close for Devin to like, thinking that Seeger was nearby.
Michael snapped his head up to look at Devin. Devin stood as proud as Randolph always did, but he didn’t even have a drop of night human blood in him. Devin was just a measly day human, breakable. Even so, Devin was a threat. He was better than even some of the purebreds in the Randolph clan. Michael knew enough to not underestimate him. 
“And I’d advise you not to lie to us,” Devin added. Michael had considered this. Would Devin really be able to know if he lied? 
Michael looked around the room. All the faces were looking at him, Turner, Thomas, Andrew, Devin and Arianna. Suddenly Michael stopped looking. Molina wasn’t with them. She was the only one that would support his lies and keep Devin from actually following through on threats. Michael began to sweat knowing he wasn’t in a good position. His only ally was gone
“My mother,” Michael replied. Arianna nodded discreetly to Devin. Michael didn’t even notice. 
“And where are your parents right now?” Devin continued.
“Walking Station,” Michael replied. Something about Devin made Michael know not to cross him today.
Arianna heard the typing in the background of Devin’s headphones. Mori was listening and now would be tracking them. Arianna hadn’t even noticed that Devin had put it on. Devin was always prepared and two steps ahead. Arianna was glad that, no matter her feelings toward him, love or hate at this point, he was on her team.
“Why are you all out here at Walking Station? There’s not much cover for daylight hours around here,” Devin asked as Mori continued to type.
“We were sent to protect the borders,” Michael replied proudly. It was actually the first time his father even allowed him to participate in the clan. Lord Seeger was more of a leader than a doer. “I was doing my job.”
“More like volunteering to do his job,” Mori answers to Devin only, but Arianna heard it also. “Seeger volunteered to watch the borders right after you left.”
‘Were they looking for me?’ Arianna asked silently across the miles to Mori.
“No Ari, they didn’t even know you were gone. Our plan worked well. They still think you’re sick and sitting in your apartment. This might have been the plan all along. If you were sick, you wouldn’t know what they were up to.” Mori kept clicking in the background. “I figure they are up to something as per usual.”
“The Seeger family is into clan security now?” Turner asked, not privy to the conversation between Devin, Mori, and Arianna. 
‘I highly doubt it,’ Andrew replied. He held tighter to Arianna as Michael’s gaze came back to her. His gaze went up and down her body before resting on the arm comfortable around her waist. Out of fear, Michael tried his best to suppress the anger welling inside of him. He didn’t make it a habit to confront such a foe without his father around. For now, all he could do was glare at Andrew and try to will Andrew’s hands off of Arianna.
“So this mess you’ve made was a security detail?” Devin asked. Michael nodded. “Explain what happened.”
“I was out on patrol last night. As I was heading back to the base, I heard a noise further out in the field. My father told me to come back, but I didn’t. I knew that my job was to keep it safe for everyone in the clan. Therefore, I went to investigate. I found that vrykolakas hiding on our land. He attacked me as soon as he saw me.” Michael recounted as much of the story he could lying to them as little as possible. He left out the part where he attacked first after the vrykolakas asked for safe harbor and that the vrykolakas was a hybrid that they’d been tracking.
‘What is a vrykolakas?’ Arianna asked Andrew. It was a completely new term to her.
‘Another type of night human. I’ll explain more after we’re done with him,’ Andrew replied, not letting down his guard even a bit as he conversed with Arianna. Michael made him nervous. The way he looked at Arianna wasn’t normal. He looked like he would start worshiping her if she let him.
“Were you on Randolph land or Grace land when you were attacked?” Devin asked for both his and Mori’s sake. Mori was tracking everything now and looking for the residues from the fight. “Could you have been on vrykolakas land?”
“I’m not sure,” Michael replied. It was the first statement he made that was actually completely true.
‘Sorry Devin. Their residues are a mess. They were all over the place. Randolph land, Grace land, and Katsulas land. I don’t think we can pinpoint an exact start to this fight. It will be his word against the other and no proof to back it,’ Mori explained to Devin and Arianna.
“Could you have been on the neutral land in between?” Turner suggested. They wanted Michael to be on the Grace land and thus the vrykolakas declared an intruder. Even if he’d wanted sanctuary from the rising sun, he would be considered a trespasser on Grace and Randolph lands. Sanctuary had to be asked for on neutral land.
“Possibly, but I wasn’t going to take the chance that someone was sneaking onto our land. We need to keep Lady Arianna safe. That’s our duty.” Michael was solemn in his reply.
 



 
 
 
TWENTY-TWO


Michael moved carefully, secretly testing the bindings while continuing to talk with Devin and Turner to pinpoint the exact location Michael was guarding. He was still bound, which limited his movements, but something else was hindering him. Arianna stood and curiously moved closer. Both boys they rescued stunk from blood, but neither was showing any openly-visible cuts. Michael had his shirt still wrapped around him as he had done to shield himself from the sunlight. He was tenderly hiding something in his chest area.
“You’re hurt,” Arianna said, interrupting his talk with Devin. Though they were no longer treating him as hostile, he was still bound. Arianna stopped only a foot away from him. She didn’t fear him moving as she could now tell that there wasn’t much he could do in his state. Andrew also could tell this, yet he still stayed right behind her with his hand on her back. No matter what, Michael Seeger would always be the enemy.
“It’s getting better now that I’m out of the light,” he whispered. His awe of Arianna kept him from truly complaining.
Arianna reached down and moved the shirt out of the way across his stomach. A large gash ran from one hip to the other. Skin had begun to knit back together. There was no fresh blood, but it was far from being healed. Arianna moved closer and traced her finger over the wound to gauge its depth. Michael sucked in a breath from a mix of pain and enjoyment. He was ecstatic that she was touching him. The gaping claw marks were unusual to her. They weren’t the size of anything she’d seen before. They were much smaller than baku claws, yet bigger than those of a dearg-dul. Arianna leaned back and took in the scents around her. The vrykolakas, as they called him, was a dearg-dul night human even though his scent a bit off. He smelled more like the girl and guy she had met over a week ago at the park.
“Does it still hurt?” she asked as she carefully examined the wound.
“Not now,” he replied, enamored with her.
“What leaves marks like this?” she asked Devin. “This is neither a dearg-dul nor a baku.”
“He was a mutant,” Michael replied, shutting his eyes to enjoy her touch. Arianna pulled her hand back, afraid she was causing him pain. “No, don’t stop.” His eye flipped back open. The pain instantly came back after she removed her hand. “It doesn’t hurt. I promise.”
Arianna sensed more pain and distress from him now than she did when she touched him. Arianna put her hand back so that her fingers were barely touching him. Michael relaxed again. The pain leaving wasn’t real. A cut that deep would continue to hurt until it healed. Her hand on him was doing nothing to heal him; it was just making him forget about it. Arianna would need to do more, as she wasn’t going to sit touching him until his body fully healed.
“We came here to find the mutants. Our sources said they would try to get through the border here. My father is searching to try to find out how they can sustain their mutant form.” Michael began spilling his secrets, but didn’t seem to care as long as Arianna was touching him. “And I came to make sure we don’t have anyone who is not of our clan making it into the cities.”
“Mutant? Like me?” Arianna asked. She was getting more information out of him with just her touch than they had for the past hour of talking to him.
“Yes… no… kind of.” He sighed. It was much more complicated than he was explaining, but right now, even talking was hard to do. Her touch was more amazing than looking at her was. She was pure energy.
“Which is it?” Devin asked, now standing almost as close as Andrew. He wanted to pull Arianna’s hand off Michael, but the stories he now could tell exposed more detail than years of snooping around would. Devin gritted his teeth and buried his jealousy as best he could, hoping Andrew would do the same for the sake of getting information.
“Yes, they are of mixed blood, but no, it’s not natural like Lady Arianna.” Michael opened his eyes a bit as he explained to Devin. It took a great effort to look at anyone beyond Arianna. “Everyone has been experimenting to try to make more night humans like Arianna—mixed blood. So far, two groups have found a way to combine the blood, but it never lasts. The one I was tracking had lasted the longest of any we’ve found, but as you can tell now, it wore off with the sunlight.”
“How many groups is your father tracking?” Devin asked, reaching to also hold onto Arianna, ready to pull her away from Michael on a moment’s notice.
“All of them,” Michael replied and closed his eyes again to enjoy the touch of Arianna.
‘This is worse than we expected,’ Devin said silently to Turner. ‘We need to send word to your father now. They’ll attack him first when war comes.’
‘And there’s no way to avoid war?’ Turner asked in reply. Arianna heard their conversation, but again, it sounded like they were speaking in code. So many details were never shared with her.
‘The alternative isn’t an option. We must keep Arianna out of all of this. Her life is the most important detail,’ Devin answered.
“Devin, can we heal him?” Arianna asked quietly as it seemed Michael was nodding off to sleep from her easing his pain. “Would my blood help?”
Turner flipped a vial out of his pocket and tossed it to Devin. Devin reached over Arianna and placed a drop on the wound. It immediately closed up.
“My blood?” Arianna asked. It had only been her blood that was that effective in the past. Other night human blood helped wounds heal, but her blood caused instant healing.
“No, that’s the new drug we came up with from your blood. Turner is the only one that can handle it since he’s the only one with sensitive enough smelling to tell if it’s leaking. We don’t need our secrets getting out,” Devin explained, stepping back only a step from Arianna. He wanted to pull her with him, but needed to find out more.
Michael’s eyes shot open. The sleepiness passed with the healing of the wound. “You healed me,” he whispered, now staring longingly at Arianna.
“No. Devin did that,” Arianna replied. She didn’t like the way he was worshipping her with his eyes, but hearing Michael tell his secrets was worth the discomfort of being that close to him.
“No. It’s you. I can feel it. It’s you. It’s that special something that’s just in your blood. That’s why everyone wants you. That’s why I want you. That’s why my father wants you. Everything about you is amazing. Marry me.” He stared up at her. Arianna stared back, trying to understand if she heard correctly. It wasn’t every day she got a marriage proposal.
Andrew finally moved between them and pulled Arianna away. His arms looped protectively around her as he placed himself in front of her to stare down Michael. Anger coursed through Andrew. His baku form flickered and then stayed. He was gigantic, imposing, and threatening.
“She belongs to me,” Andrew growled. “Only to me.” Arianna wanted to fight back at his caveman-like comment, but his touch told her she should not. He was angry, furious. It wouldn’t take much to set him off, and she might not be trained enough to stop him. She might be more powerful, but he had years of being a baku on her that she couldn’t match.
Still tied to the bed, but now able to move, Michael jumped up and hissed at him. He pulled himself back onto the far corner of the bed. He was being threatened, and there was nothing he could do while he was tied down. Michael saw the anger behind the baku and didn’t care if he angered him more. This was a fight Michael couldn’t back down from. He needed Arianna.
“She belongs to the dearg-dul. She doesn’t belong to you or your kind.” Michael pulled on the cords, but he was securely bound. “She needs to marry one of us to keep the bloodline clean.”
Arianna placed a hand on Andrew’s chest as he began to build rage inside him. She needed to stop the situation from escalating, no matter the danger. He would tear Michael apart before anyone could stop him. Arianna kept one hand on his chest to keep track of him in case he bolted across the room and raised her second hand to his face. She deliberately pulled his face down to look into her eyes.
‘No,’ she sent the message across to him. He continued to stare across the room, ready to spring on Michael and rip him to pieces.
“No,” she said out loud. Andrew finally looked down at the sound of her voice. He felt the certainty behind it, and knew that she was commanding him. He would have to abide; she was his leader. She would stop him if he chose to disobey. Andrew released the tension that was building within him. The hands that were balled into fists at his sides relaxed and moved around her waist. His thumbs stroked the space from her rib cage to her hip, trying to ease the last of his built-up anger out of his system. Arianna placed her face on his bare chest and kissed him lightly. Andrew sighed and reigned in the last of his anger. Everyone around them had disappeared in his mind at the first sign of his boiling anger. Now they came back into focus as Turner spoke.
“Don’t you see it?” Turner asked Michael from across the room. When Andrew was starting to lose it, Turner knew enough to get away from him. If Arianna didn’t stop him, it would have been an easy massacre of anyone standing between the raging baku and his tied-down prey.
Michael gasped. “That can’t be. She’s meant to find a dearg-dul, not a baku. Arianna is our blue-eyed legend. She belongs to us.” Michael whimpered his last reply. He’d been so sure before that he could win her over. Now, it would be impossible.
Andrew’s arms wrapped tighter around Arianna protectively. “She’s mine and will always be mine. Do you get that now? Do you need any more proof?” Andrew needed to make a point to keep the lesser man away from Arianna.
“Your father doesn’t realize we have the same goal. We also wanted to keep the clans away from her, but for this reason. Her baku found its partner,” Devin explained from next to Turner. Devastation ran through Michael, as he realized the truth Devin spoke.
Arianna’s head snapped up from Andrew’s chest as she turned to Devin. He didn’t look her direction but kept his attention on Michael on the floor. Michael stared up at her in awe, as if he were truly seeing her standing there for the first time. Arianna looked around the room. Everything looked the same to her. Why would Devin make such a statement? It was true that she loved Andrew, but she was uncertain how Devin already knew that.
“Is anyone going to tell me what’s going on now?” Arianna asked and looked from man to man around the room. Not a single person spoke. Arianna pushed herself off of Andrew’s chest. “Are you going to tell me?” Andrew didn’t reply, so Arianna started to walk out of the room, her anger building. Her world had been filled with new knowledge since the day she entered it a year ago, but it was also filled with secrets. Arianna knew that for as much as Devin told her, he held back just as much.
“I think maybe our other guest might be more willing to share with me what you all see but I don’t,” Arianna threatened. Andrew hurried behind her and wrapped his arms around her. He was simultaneously trying to stop her and calm her resentment. Arianna threw his arms off in anger.
‘I’ll tell you anything you want to know as long as you go to our room,’ he said silently. Arianna nodded and huffed off to her room.
‘You better or all my promises to Gabriel will be shot,’ Arianna replied.
“Feed her before we talk to the other one,” Devin commented to Andrew before he left the room with Turner right behind him. Michael stared at Arianna as she disappeared. She’d already been claimed, and by a baku, at that. His father was not going to like that news.
 



 
 
 
TWENTY-THREE


Arianna opened the door to her room and pointed for Andrew to enter first. Andrew complied so that he wouldn’t anger her further. He didn’t need his baku senses to see the anger pouring off her. Arianna stomped into the room behind him and slammed the door shut. She leaned back and slid down the door until she was sitting on the floor. Her energy was still not at a normal level, but she was able to hold her anger long enough to get this alone time with Andrew. And, if needed, Arianna would find the energy to run away from everyone.
“I’m so sick of all the lying. Are you on their side now and will only selectively tell me details?” she accused him. Arianna wanted to be standing and poking his chest, but she settled for glaring at him from the floor.
“Never. I’m only on one person’s side, and that’s yours.” Andrew slowly approached her, hands in the air in surrender.
“And I’m supposed to just trust you on that? I’m sure Devin would have you lying to me. They’re all good at that. And you know what stinks the most about it? I can’t even catch them lying because it really isn’t lying. They just like to hold out specific details, and I’m too uneducated here to know the difference. Ugh. I hate this.” Arianna pounded her fist on the floor. She was too weak to confront anyone head on at the moment, and too uneducated to argue anyway. “Why did I have to grow up hidden from all of this? A lot of good that did me. Now I’m the head of two families, and I don’t even know the basics.”
“I’ll tell you anything you want to know, and teach you everything else as it comes up,” Andrew finally reached her. His arms were outstretched for her. “Just feed first. Please. You can’t even stand.”
Arianna pushed his extended hands away. “No. How do I know that once I feed you’re not going to just lull me to sleep?” It was a good possibility, now that she was sick. Before, feeding would make her tired, but she could always keep her senses and not go to sleep if she tried. The last few months, it wasn’t really a choice whether she slept or not, or even how long she slept.
“Ari, I promise to tell you anything you want to know.” Andrew backed up a few steps and tried to plead his case with his eyes.
“I can’t do this anymore. I can’t be left in the dark. If there’s something I should know, then everyone can’t just keep hiding it to protect me. I need to know what’s going on.” Andrew nodded his agreement as she talked, easing her anger down a notch. “If everyone wants to keep secrets from me, then I should have never been born in the first place. Everyone would be so much better off without me.” Arianna was beginning her own pity party. She looked up at the perfect baku form in front of her. He was scarred across his back, but his front was as carved as the statues she saw during her last class trip to the art museum. He grew up in the odd night world and had the scars to prove it. She didn’t, and it showed in her actions every single day. Andrew had the knowledge to rule a clan. Arianna didn’t. He stood and waited for her to calm down. He didn’t run away or fear her strength, or her anger. He didn’t lie to her. 
“What can I do to make you understand?” Andrew asked. He was desperate to be close to her. Even Arianna felt the pull.
“You promise on your life you won’t ever lie to me and leave out details,” Arianna replied, waiting for him to object.
“Never,” he answered solemnly, his hand on his heart. “I haven’t lied to you yet. I don’t even think I could. You’re more important to me than my own life.” Arianna was convinced he spoke the truth. 
Arianna pushed up, using the door to stand. Andrew moved over to help her, but she refused. Her anger was still just beneath the surface. Slowly, she walked over to the bed. Andrew sat beside her, in his baku form. She felt the pull of him being so near. Squeezing her hands together, she kept from touching him. Andrew brushed his long white hair out of the way and waited. Arianna didn’t move.
“I’m not used to feeding on your night human form,” she said, gazing over the perfectly smooth skin. It seemed wrong to bite such a flawless creature. Andrew smiled at her and took her hand. He slid it up to his neck enjoying her touch as much as she enjoyed touching him. He didn’t fear her biting him, and his blood was the only present he could give her now that he’d left his family and had nothing but the clothes on his back to his name.
“You’ve used too much energy today. You need the strength of my baku blood to keep healing.” Andrew closed his eyes and waited. He felt her hesitate but could also sense the anticipation rolling off her.
Arianna bit down and immediately felt his strength flow into her. He was right about having used too much blood to save the two people that were now just more pieces in the puzzle. Blood flowed into her mouth for only a moment before Arianna licked the wounds closed and moved to lay down on his chest. Andrew was now a comfort to her more than anyone else. She’d seen inside his mind. There was much that he remembered every day, but he didn’t keep it from her behind locked doors like Devin. Arianna’s hands trailed down Andrew’s chiseled chest. His night human form was completely magnificent. Sighing, Andrew moved her hand to the bed and forced her to sit up.
“I promised we would talk, so it’s probably best that I move away from you because you’re not encouraging me to talk right now.” Andrew slid a bit away from her but bent down first to kiss her. Sighing, Arianna moved away to the other side of the bed. She leaned against the wall and stared at Andrew. The cool wall only slightly helped her focus on the conversation with the man in front of her.
“I’ll answer anything you want,” Andrew said. He hated to even have just a bed between them. “I have no idea what Devin has and hasn’t told you, so you just ask away.”
Arianna debated. Her life around the night humans was only bits and pieces. Every day someone else sounded like they were talking in a foreign language. Hundreds of questions filtered through her mind. There were many questions left unanswered, but finally she asked her first question. “What’s a vrykolakas?”
“They’ve really kept this from you all this time?” Andrew pulled his hands through his hair, which was now dark brown as he switched back into day human form. “I can’t believe he would be that naïve. This is basic knowledge for all night humans.”
“Who kept it from me?”
“Devin,” Andrew stood and began to pace to collect his thoughts. “I’m sure he thought he was protecting you, but he’s not. You’re right in that you need to know the truth. Here is the first history lesson you should have gotten.
“There are thirteen major night human clans in North and South America. We keep the clans divided based on connecting continents since large bodies of water can interrupt communications, including the long-range connection you have with people you drink from. Only two clans were originally here, the natives that were here before the settlers. The rest are all imports such as your family of dearg-duls or our family of baku.” Andrew sat back down, looking at her to see if he should continue.
“Like immigrants? The dearg-dul immigrated here?” Arianna clarified, and Andrew moved back to pacing.
“Yes, the original dearg-dul were Irish- hence your middle name ‘Caiohme’- it’s a Gaelic name. Of the thirteen clans,” he continued both talking and pacing, “Four are what we consider demons, such as the lycan, that don’t need blood and can survive on raw meat instead. They traditionally will kill and feed off of anything, blood, tissue, guts. The other nine are considered vampyr, such as you and I, who need blood, and prefer human blood, to function.” Arianna reached up and caught Andrew’s hand as he paced, and she pulled him in to sit beside her.
“Then this vrykolakas is an immigrant night human family then?” she asked. Thus far there was nothing Devin needed to keep from her.
“Yes, like the baku or dearg-dul, the vrykolakas are a family of vampyr.” Andrew set his hand on her thigh, getting distracted from his line of thought momentarily. His finger traced little circles as he waited for her to understand what he was saying.
“Then why keep this from me. I mean, they had me thinking that there were just four kinds of night humans.” Arianna pulled his hand back to hers as he didn’t respond right away. “What’s so bad if I knew more?”
“Because then they might contest for the right to be your mate.” Andrew couldn’t hide the anger growing inside of him at such a thought. Any time someone mentioned marrying her or being her mate, Andrew reacted the same way and always would. She was his and his alone.
“I’m not some prize to be won. You don’t need to worry so much,” Arianna said, cooling down the simmering rage.
“Ahh, but you are.” In a flash Andrew shimmered across the room. It was all he could do to not pick her up and run away from all of it. “Why didn’t he tell you about this?” Andrew banged his head on the door. “You could have just left the vrykolakas out there. Ugh. How can Devin truly be this stupid not to tell you?”
“I don’t understand.” Arianna rose hesitantly and walked over to him. She placed her hand on his scarred back. The ridges were many under the palm of her hand. Arianna wondered how someone could beat their nephew enough to leave permanent lines. Andrew sighed in defeat.
“You’ve invited the vrykolakas into your house. Rules dictate that now he’s a guest. I have no doubt that he’ll call for the right of challenge. There are many laws that govern the thirteen night human families. One is that when a female of the family is unmarried, the other families can call for a meeting to judge who is best fit to be their mate. Most don’t fall under that rule; I mean who fights over an unnamed female? But when it’s the head of a family, there are always suitors. The reason Seeger keeps trying to get you married is that at seventeen, you’re now old enough to be contested for.”
“Okay, I just decline. I’m the head of my family. I can do what I want,” Arianna traced the scars some more. She lost count after ten of how many lines crossed his back. “Right?” she asked, a little unsure, as Andrew didn’t reply. Andrew sighed, trying to reign in his disappointment over the situation.
“Why didn’t Gabriel just leave him there then if it was going to be a problem?” Arianna asked. Why couldn’t she do the right thing, and why didn’t anyone tell her why she shouldn’t do things rather than just to not do them?
“Would you’ve let him? You’d have run back out there yourself, and we all know it. This is truly Devin and Turner’s fault in not telling you.” Andrew turned around, making her hands move to his chest. Andrew was right; any dying night human was going to be her problem if they were on her land. She wasn’t going to be like Randolph and have a cold heart.
“What does it mean if we don’t accept the challenge?” Arianna replied, not looking into his eyes but studying the muscles beneath her hands.
“War,” Andrew said quietly. “The clans are at peace because we agreed to the rules. If one clan breaks the rules, the others will call for punishment and retribution. The only retribution they will want is you. We won’t give you to them, so it’ll be war. Our four clans against the rest.” Arianna let go of the breath she was holding. Become a trophy in a tournament and wed some unknown night human, or take her clans to war.
“How do we get out of this mess?” Arianna asked. Andrew slid to the ground and shook his head. There was really no real option at this point that didn’t end in war.
“Marry me right now?” Andrew was joking, but he noticed she was actually contemplating his offer. “It was a joke. Really.” He patted the floor beside him. Arianna shifted to sit down beside him, halfway onto his lap.
“Well, maybe we could run off and elope,” she suggested, not taking it as a joke.
Andrew placed his arm around her waist and pulled her close. “They know where we are now. None of the clans will let you out of here without the challenge being issued.”
“Gabriel whisked me in here, undetected; can’t he just get me out?” Arianna asked.
“Hopefully,” Andrew replied, wiping a strand of hair back from her face. “Maybe.”



 
 
 
TWENTY-FOUR


Arianna and Andrew sat on the floor silently for quite a while. She heard Devin and Turner softly talking strategy with Thomas. Thomas was analyzing everything as usual. Hopefully he would find a new solution. Michael was sitting in his room, also not communicating with anyone. Molina was awake, bound and awaiting her fate. The vrykolakas was also awake and listening intently to Arianna and Andrew as they talked. Each person had a guard on them, but none of the prisoners were moving.
“Anything else you want to ask, or is your brain on overload right now?” Andrew didn’t object when she nuzzled closer. He wrapped his arms around her. She was so small and fragile, yet she was still the toughest person he knew, dealing with the night human life unexpectantly thrown at her.
“Yes.” Arianna hid her face in his chest. “What did Devin mean when he said my baku has found its mate?”
A low rumble came from Andrew as his laugh muffled against her face. “That one should have been obvious by now.” Andrew emphasized his statement by creating a row of goose bumps down her arm by just touching her.
When he finally noticed the pink reaching all the way to her ears, he stopped laughing and pulled her back so that he could see her face. Arianna tried to hide her beet red cheeks, but she couldn’t pull away from his touch. There was something between them, but it couldn’t be so serious so quickly. In a week’s time she couldn’t go from accepting his offer to be her keeper, to actually being in love with him. That only happened in fairy tales. 
“Not really,” she admitted, struggling to hide her face. 
“Aww,” he teased. “That hurts. To find out you don’t feel the same way about me that I do about you.” Her cheeks continued to burn. She wasn’t about to admit how she felt. Not with everyone in the house listening intently.
“I didn’t say how I feel about you,” Arianna replied.
“And you don’t have to, because I can see it.” Andrew took her hand, and wrapped it in his.
“See what? I feel like the world’s biggest idiot. I don’t get it. Am I that obvious with my feelings?” She tried to push him away. For Devin’s sake alone, she’d been trying hard to curb her need to feel Andrew’s skin against hers every time they were within a five foot radius of each other. Now, with Devin just giving her away, Arianna was more confused than anything on her feelings for the two boys.
“For night humans, yes.” Andrew pulled her closer.
“Easy for you to say, you’re a baku.” Arianna continued her futile struggle.
“Not just baku. Any night human can see we’re meant to be together. Just ask Michael Seeger in there.” Andrew nodded his head toward the room where they were keeping him. “He seemed to finally understand you’re not free to be with anyone but me. Whether you like it or not, you’re stuck with me. We are a match.”
“Explain,” Arianna demanded as she stopped struggling. Unless she truly wanted to hurt him, she was trapped in his arms. Her day human form could never fight off someone his size and strength.
“You really haven’t seen it?” Andrew stopped teasing her. “At all?” She shook her head no. “Oh. I thought you were just playing hard to get. Again.” Andrew pulled back from her so that nothing was touching.
“What would I see? Remember, clueless new night human here.” Arianna reached over to take his hand again, but Andrew pulled away.
“I’m not sure how to explain this without showing you. Let’s do it this way. Sit over there.” Andrew motioned to the bed while he stayed by the door. Arianna tentatively moved to the bed and sat down, waiting.
“Look at the essence of the night humans around you. You know the part you see when you decide what type and how powerful a night human is. Look at your own essence. Do you see it?” He waited. He’d been in the auditorium the day Gabriel first taught her about night humans. Even then, before he first talked to her, he couldn’t keep away. Something was always drawing him to her.
“Yes. It’s like a faintly-colored light, flickering around the edges of your skin,” Arianna answered.
“Now, close your eyes and watch my essence,” Andrew commanded. After her eyes were closed, he began to walk slowly toward her. Once he was close enough, about five feet from her, the pull to touch him became overwhelming.
“Do you see it?” he asked quietly, reaching for her hand. He felt compelled to touch her as well.
“What am I looking for?” she replied, opening her eyes and peering up to see that he was now towering over her. Andrew shimmered back to the door. “I don’t know what to see.” Arianna was truly confused by what she was to look for.
“Sorry. Let’s try this again.” Andrew took a deep breath, trying to shake the feeling that he needed to run back over to her. Arianna closed her eyes again and waited.
“Look at my essence again, but this time also watch yours,” Andrew explained better. Doing his best to walk slowly, Andrew crept across the room at a snail’s pace, giving each step several moments before taking another.
Arianna’s essence reached out to Andrew as he neared. The very edges of her light were trying to grasp at his, and his were doing the same. Once he got close enough, the two lights wrapped around each other, intertwining little tentacles of brightness so that you couldn’t see where one began and the other ended. At the touch of the light, Arianna felt the urge to grab Andrew and press herself tight against him as if it was the only way to keep herself sane. Andrew stepped back and the lights broke away from each other and the urge was only slightly suppressed. He moved back to the door and waited. A small trickle from his essence still lingered behind, barely touching hers.
“Um,” Arianna said as she opened her eyes. “That’s not normal, is it?”
“What did you see?” Andrew asked, bracing himself on the door. He wasn’t sure he could do it again so quickly. The need to touch her always increased when they were alone. Going to and from her was draining on him.
“It was like our night human essences were hugging. I’ve never seen that before.” Arianna wrapped her hands in the bedspread to keep herself on the bed and not running over to him.
“I’d like to think it’s more than hugging,” Andrew teased and her cheeks flushed bright red.
“To answer your question, no, that’s not normal if that’s what you want to call it. That’s your night human picking mine as a mate or vice versa. That’s what Seeger saw back there in the room finally. It’s a very subtle thing for anyone that’s not directly being pulled to the other. For us, though, it can be quite powerful.” Andrew slowly walked back over, and it was obvious now to Arianna the moment the light touched.
“That’s a bit of an understatement.” Arianna reached over and passed her hand through the area where the light met. She pulled back a little but the lights stayed connected.
Andrew reached over and came closer. More of their light merged. Arianna felt the urge to touch him and Andrew didn’t stop her as she reached for him. As her hand neared his hand, wisps of light from Andrew reached out for her. Arianna’s hand hovered near him as the light licked at her. She didn’t physically feel his touch, but she couldn’t stop from moving forward to touch him.
“How long has it been like that?” Arianna remembered first meeting him over a year ago. It was quite powerful. He was in his baku form there to judge her power. She remembered the urge to kiss him and how they both acted on it before she could say no.
“I don’t know. It’s been like that for months since I noticed it. It’s a good thing my uncle didn’t.” Andrew chuckled as he moved his arm around her waist and pulled her closer.
“Will it always be like that? Or when you get mad at me, does it go away?” Arianna asked.
Andrew laughed. “Choosing a mate is a life time commitment in our world, just like marriage. Once your night human finds its partner, that’s the only one you will ever have.”
“Even if something happens to one of them?” Arianna was curious. Had he parents been mates? Was that why her dad never even considered remarrying?
“Even if something happens,” Andrew replied, trying not to think of such an outcome. “You’re stuck with me for life. I hope you’re prepared.”
“So what now? There’s obviously no need to worry about the vrykolakas, since it looks like I already found my mate,” Arianna used the same term as Andrew, though it now sounded different than before.
“That’s the problem.” Anger boiled beneath the surface again. Andrew was losing control of his emotions.
“Explain?” Arianna asked, not understanding where his anger came from.
“The clans don’t recognize the mates our night human side chooses.” Arianna kissed his bare chest and his anger boiled off a little at her touch. The thought of Andrew choosing someone else would make her angry too, but Arianna was still naive of the night human world. She assumed there was a solution to be reached.
“Then we make them listen. I’m the head of four different clans. I’ll decide who I want to be with,” Arianna logically replied. Andrew huffed a bit and kissed her forehead.
“That would work fine if you had more support and were at full strength. You have neither. The rest of the clans will unite against you, no matter who your choice is. They would rather have one ninth chance of winning you than zero chance with you choosing.” Andrew sighed. The situation was not good right now. “And you can’t just go into hiding. Gabriel can handle the Grace clan, but you’re needed at the Randolph estate. Devin can do the work alone, but you’re the head. They will revolt without you there. If Seeger takes over, then that would mean trouble for everyone you care about.”
“Then we need to just run off and elope?” Arianna replied, going back to their original solution.
“Miss Arianna, are you asking me to marry you?” Andrew tried to lighten the mood. Arianna smiled and didn’t blush this time. She didn’t care if everyone in the house heard her. She now knew what she felt was beyond real; it was part of her. While it was strange to think about it, Andrew was her other half and always would be. It took seeing it with her own eyes to finally admit what she had been feeling for months when she was around Andrew.
“I don’t think asking is necessary when you can’t even tell one from the other,” Arianna pointed to her light wrapped around his.
“I suppose not.” Andrew nuzzled into her head and sighed. “We need to talk to Devin. He knows the politics better than I do. If running away and getting married will do it, then we will be gone before the noonday sun sets. I plan to be beside you forever Arianna Grace, as I can’t live without you.”



 
 
 
TWENTY-FIVE


Devin and Turner were at the computer in the dining room while Devin was typing away. Turner was using his superior hearing to listen in to Devin’s headphones without having any of his own. Devin didn’t notice Arianna approach, but Turner did. He quickly moved over to make room next to him for her and Andrew so that they could see everything as well.
“Your new guest is unquestionably a child of the Katsulas family. He isn’t the heir, Nik, but probably his younger brother. We don’t have any facial recognition on the rest of the family aside from the dad and oldest son. The rest are kept hidden from the public. It would be either Cadmus or Polo since he’s close to turning age. They are less than a year apart.”
“From our sensors, I can say he’s a fairly strong night human, but nothing compared to Arianna or Andrew. He’s young and undeveloped. He will probably top out around Turner’s strength. Rumor has it his older brother ranks in just below Andrew. Good thing Seeger didn’t run into that one!” Mori said sarcastically.
“If he did, we might not be planning now,” Turner replied, actually a bit sad Michael didn’t run into someone that might have stopped the events from happening.
“Thanks Mori,” Devin said while signing off the computer.
“So what do we do now?” Arianna asked. Devin stared at the blank computer screen, deep in thought.
Devin didn’t reply and instead nodded to Andrew. Andrew momentarily disappeared but quickly returned. He bobbed his head at Devin before Devin would speak. Arianna moved to ask what had happened, but Andrew slid his hand up to the back of her neck and lightly squeezed, indicating he put all the guests in the house to sleep. 
“How long?” Devin asked Andrew, gauging how much to talk to Arianna about.
“Fifteen minutes, minimum,” Andrew replied. “I’ll keep track of them and tell you when the first awakes.”
“First off, did you get in touch with Gabriel?” Devin asked. “Any idea what he’s planning for her safe keeping?”
“No, he hasn’t responded,” Andrew answered. Devin and Andrew had already been planning. Arianna looked over to Turner, and he was already in on the conversation. The three boys were already thinking as one but leaving Arianna out of the equation.
“Wait one second.” Arianna put her hands up to interrupt their talking. “Is anyone going to fill me in here?”
“I’ll explain in a minute,” Andrew promised, trying to get as much said and out in the open as he could before the hostages woke.
“Do you know where Gabriel went off to?” Devin asked Andrew specifically, but also included Arianna in his question.
“I’m guessing the lodge,” Andrew replied. “It would be where I’d take her. It’ll buy us some time, but not much. They found her here, and no one was supposed to know where this safe house was. They’ve obviously been tracking her while they experiment on gaining the power to take her by force.” Arianna looked between them as Andrew’s idea that the whole mutant experiment everyone was trying was just to get to her. It never occurred to her that people would have to experiment to get enough power to take her by force. She just assumed that since she had her team protecting her, no one would try again.
“Is it safe for me?” Arianna was concerned. Her first experience at the Randolph estate ended in her kidnapping, and she wasn’t eager to try it again.
“We already have one traitor, maybe we have another,” Turner suggested, sitting at the table across from Devin and the computer. “We need to be positive she’s protected before we do anything.”
“Then we shouldn’t take everyone with this time,” Andrew replied, pulling out a chair and joining them.
“That would be a bad idea. We’ll need all the manpower we can get when we defy them.” Devin checked his phone. Gabriel hadn’t called in yet. Gabriel was setting up where they needed to go, but there wasn’t much time to act. If the Katsulas family was any good at tracking, they’d be at their door looking for the prisoner sometime tonight.
“Please, someone explain to me,” Arianna begged. She needed information, but she also needed to be included on their cryptic talk. Information wasn’t helpful if she only understood a sentence here and there.
“We are going to move you to another safe house once Gabriel gets back and avoid the Katsulas boy,” Devin explained. “You’re far too sick for us to even consider confronting the clans at this point. If they find us now, they’ll start a fight because you can’t help us fight back.”
“Maybe sick would be better,” Arianna suggested, grasping at straws. “If I was sick, who would want to marry me?” She heard her own words and hoped they would be true.
“That would attract even more suitors,” Turner replied. He wanted the fight. Once they put everyone in their place, no one would bother Arianna. But that meant waiting for her to heal. She was getting somewhat better, but she wasn’t back to her normal strength. A fight right now wasn’t an option. 
“Why would that attract more people?” Arianna asked.
“The weaker you, are the more likely someone will marry you with the intent to kill you off after the wedding. If you seem a strong opponent, the safer you’ll be. Night humans value strength and dominance. Every clan works that way. The strongest lead and the lesser follow,” Thomas explained as he sat down on the table and nodded to Devin. Thomas had just returned from Molina’s room.
“She won’t talk to me,” Thomas replied to Devin. “She only wants to talk to Arianna.”
“Well, that’s not happening after she sabotaged Ari’s health.” Devin turned back to Turner and Andrew to continue planning.
“Wait,” Arianna cried out. “These are my choices. Stop making them for me.”
“You have no idea what you’re getting into, so that’s a no,” Devin didn’t even look away from Turner.
“I have no idea because you never tell me anything. You treat me like a child. I’m not a child.” Arianna stopped herself from stomping a foot to emphasize her point. That would be childish, even if it would make her feel better.
“You’ve made enough of a mess, now please just let us sort this out to get you out of it,” Devin replied under his breath. He didn’t have time to argue with her.
“If you’d have told me to begin with, I might not have done this.” Arianna tried to stare Devin down, but he was done with her at her first protest. Arianna hated it when he dismissed her and her thoughts. While he had been in the night human world years more than her, Devin wasn’t perfect.
‘Might not have?’ Andrew smiled. No matter what, Arianna would have saved the outsider. It wasn’t within her to let people suffer or die when she could help. Compassion made Arianna different from the rest of the night human world.
“She does have a point. She needs to know more so that she doesn’t accidentally do something again,” Turner said, finally coming to her side of the argument as he emphasized accidentally for Devin’s benefit.
“Fine, we only have a few more minutes anyway before people start to wake up. Thomas, explain anything to Arianna that she wants to know and the three of us will plan more,” Devin divided the work. Thomas was in on the plan thus far as well. Her four keepers worked as a cohesive team. She didn’t ever think it would be possible to see such a sight when she entered the night human world of warring clans split against each other a year ago, but here they were now.
Arianna wanted to complain but Devin had already turned his back to her.
“Short lesson?” Thomas asked, and Arianna nodded. Thomas stood and directed her to the couch where they could sit together.
“There are thirteen clans, four of which you’re the head of,” Thomas began. 
“Got that already.” Arianna wanted to move the story forward.
“Each clan has unmarried male heir to the family or even a few clan heads are unmarried. They are all male. Like the baku, strong genes in most of the families run in the male lines. You’re an unwed night human female of great strength and even more power because you control four clans. All other heads control two at most. All those men are interested in marrying you. They have all been trying to get near you for the past year, but they have been pressing us for an audience with you for these past few months. They have even begun experimenting to be like you in combining night humans. From our intel, we think they’re trying to entice you to wed the one that has the most likely chance to add more night human characteristics to your heir. In reality they realize they need more strength to take you by force. Their goal is to control more clans and create a superior heir from their linage. They all think this will be done through you. We’ve been doing our best to keep them away, but obviously it didn’t work last time, or this time,” Thomas spat out all the info quickly as their time was running out.
“Why didn’t they propose the challenge when they met us before in the park, if this is what it’s all about?” Arianna replied.
“They were uninvited. You can only call a challenge when invited as a guest to our property. The Katsulas boy will propose marriage to his family. When you decline, he will contest the right to challenge. If you outright say no, then others have a right. All they needed was one clan to make it in. Once he invokes that, there’s nothing we can do but bring the clans together and hold a challenge.” Thomas looked over at Andrew to gauge his time. Andrew nodded that they were fine before Arianna could speak again.
“Nothing? Do I not have any rights? Is this the dark ages or something where women are property?” Arianna couldn’t comprehend the situation.
“Dark Ages? We are night humans after all,” Thomas tried to joke. Arianna didn’t laugh.
“What if I leave?” she asked.
“It doesn’t matter if you leave or not, he has the right to an answer now that he’s a guest in our home. The answer doesn’t have to be from you now as you were the one to bring him back. The clan will speak for you if you’re not there.” Thomas couldn’t say much more to make her see the gravity of the problem.
“He isn’t a guest; he tried to attack one of my people. I brought him back to question.” Arianna wanted to get out of the situation any way possible.
“And he will dispute it. Whether he attacked Seeger or not, doesn’t matter. He will say he didn’t, and there’s nothing but his word against Seeger’s. Mori can’t trace where the fight started. At the park, there was both you and Turner on Grace Lands—but now it is only Seeger’s word, and we know he can’t be trusted.” Thomas looked back to Andrew again who was now quietly debating with Devin.
“What if my whole house disappeared at one time? Then we can deny anything happened.” Arianna threw out another option.
“Not possible. Just as you can see inside people’s minds, so can others. They will look within the Katsulas boy and see that he met your people. Disappearing wouldn’t matter now. All he has to do is present his request. We can’t ignore him. It would have been better to leave him out there to burn. Now we can’t change that.” Thomas wanted to do all of Arianna’s suggestions, but they wouldn’t matter.
“What if I tell them I already married Andrew?” Arianna was ready to marry to get out of the mess.
“They won’t care, it needs to be made public by the clans to be official. Nothing was done before meeting him, so that won’t work.” Thomas had also gone through all the options.
“What if just Andrew and I disappear?” Arianna wanted to run away now.
“Then you forfeit your right as clan leader, and thus the baku will revert to Gabriel and the dearg-dul will be up for vote as to which family will take over. More than likely Seeger will win that one since most of them follow him anyways. The lives of everyone you care about will be left to Seeger, and you know he is just biding time to start a war again with the baku again. Not just your dearg-dul, but all four clans will be at war again.” Thomas didn’t like either plan. Seeger would make a horrible leader, and Gabriel was getting old and his son Patrick wasn’t high enough in power to be the next leader. It would be back to war for the four clans.
“What if we just say no?” Arianna was grasping at straws.
“Then the clans will unite and force us into war.” Thomas wanted a solution also, but there was none. The options were to accept the challenge or go to war, either between their own clans or with the other clans.
“There would really be war over the right to marry me?” Arianna had always thought the Greeks going to war over Helen of Troy was completely unrealistic. Now she could see it happening firsthand. It was a ridiculous notion to her. There was nothing special about her. It was all about her blood.
“It’s not the right to marry you they want.” A growl across the room brought her head up to notice Andrew was listening to both conversations at once. He wasn’t happy at what Thomas was saying.
“Don’t get mad at the messenger,” Turner warned Andrew, bringing his anger back down to a normal level. Thomas nodded. The tengu and the lycan could get along if needed.
“What do they want?” Arianna innocently asked, turning back to Thomas who was more in control than Andrew to answer her question.
“They want you to have their child. In fact, none would even care if you told them you married Andrew and wouldn’t leave him. They would invite him to stay around as your lover. They don’t care who you have as a keeper or a lover. You can have as many people around you as you please, as long as you have their child. You don’t see how special you are. Every single one of the thirteen clans want the ability to fuse their night human traits to yours. They want you to have their child so that it would be even more powerful than you.” Thomas’ words hung in the air as, stunned, Arianna couldn’t reply.



 
 
 
TWENTY-SIX


Devin, Turner, and Andrew stopped talking as someone in the house stirred. Andrew nodded, and they continued where they left off. Arianna searched the house and found the first to wake was Molina. She wasn’t stronger than their guest, but probably more used to the baku tactics to make one unconscious. They obviously had passed the details Molina would need to know to stop them. They continued to plot out the last details.
‘Ari, I have to talk to you,’ Molina pleaded to Arianna as soon as she was coherent. ‘Please. We need to talk.’
Arianna looked across the room where Thomas now was part of the conversation with her keepers. He was giving his tactical opinion since Arianna had no more questions. No one heard Molina but Arianna. Arianna moved across the room and pretended to be listening to the guys while she responded to Molina.
‘You poisoned me. I don’t think we’ve anything more to talk about.’ Arianna was hurt by Molina’s betrayal.
‘Ari, I did that for you. Please come talk to me.’ Molina needed just a chance to explain.
‘How can making me sick be for me?’ Arianna still didn’t listen to the boys, concentrating instead on Molina.
‘Ari, I love you like my own sister. I’d do anything for you. This was the only way. Devin refused to tell you the truth about anything. He wanted to protect you from it all, but I knew better. You need to know the truth, and hopefully, now they have told you everything. If that’s the case, then we don’t need to talk.’ Devin wouldn’t have told Arianna the whole truth. Molina waited patiently upstairs for Arianna to come to her.
Arianna thought back to when she entered Devin’s mind. There were so many locked doors. They must be filled with all the knowledge and memories he was hiding from her. He had a way to lock everything out of his conscious, but that included the information Arianna might need to make good decisions. Of everyone, Devin knew best what she always needed. He knew dearg-dul better than they did, and he wasn’t even one. He seemed to also know the rest of the night humans too. Devin was a great source of knowledge, but he kept it all hidden away from her.
‘Then, why didn’t you just talk to me?’ Arianna reasoned.
‘What you need to know isn’t something I can just talk to you about. Randolph forbade it. And Devin still follows all his rules. Haven’t you noticed he’s the only one that protects you that doesn’t carry a bit of your blood around to increase their strength? He’s still following Randolph’s orders. He only uses Randolph’s dried blood as an energy source if needed. He will never use yours because Randolph told him not to.’ Molina wanted to beg Arianna, but at this point, Molina needed to use reason, not begging.
Lord Randolph had many rules, and Arianna was used to coming across them every day. No one specifically told her any of them, but Arianna heard talking every now and then from the people around the estate. They often would give away small details. The only one thing Arianna knew was that Randolph expressly forbade talking about the actual legend behind her eyes. Beyond a small phrase she heard from her grandfather’s singing, no one would, or could, tell her the truth behind the legend. Now she realized there must have been more rules, and Devin was still following them.
‘And making me sick was the answer?’ Arianna still couldn’t understand why Molina would poison her.
‘It wasn’t supposed to make you this sick. Everything I researched on it said that it would only make you slightly sick. And I figured Devin would give in and let you try to cure it with the blood of five. By drinking from all five, you will never get sick again if the legend is correct. Blood of five will protect the legend from all disease. It will be virtually impossible to kill you by poisoning you. It would keep you safe forever. You wouldn’t die like Lord Randolph did. The clans are all coming for you. I want you to be able to protect yourself, and you need the power of the legend to do that. I want you to be happy and safe. That’s all I wanted. That’s what I thought we all wanted.’ Molina’s pleading could be heard even in her thoughts. ‘I guess I was wrong. Devin was never planning to tell you the truth.’
‘How do I know that’s true?’ Arianna couldn’t tell what was true or not at this point. Even if it was supposed to be just a little sick, Molina was openly admitting to setting the poison, and that hurt Arianna more than she ever wanted to admit.
‘It’s part of the legend. Each night human family was given part of the legend originally. The lycans had the first line which you, along with everyone else of the Randolph clan, have already heard. The dearg-dul had the second line explaining why you’d have to have five keepers. Each family has more of the legend. I overheard your grandfather once telling Devin, and swearing him to secrecy. He might have even had heard the whole legend.’ Molina tried to convince Arianna.
“Ari?” Devin asked a second time, finally realizing she was talking to someone.
“What?” Arianna asked, coming back to the conversation between her keepers.
“Were you talking to Gabriel?” Devin asked. “Is he close by?”
“No. Why?” Arianna replied, shutting out Molina’s pleas for the moment.
“He just told Andrew that he secured a different spot for us to transfer to. We’re deciding when to move.” Devin watched her, still waiting to know who she was talking to. Arianna wasn’t openly saying, and that made him suspicious.
“Oh, okay. But what do we do about our guests?” Arianna asked. Michael may have been taken care of, but Molina and the vrykolakas still remained.
“We don’t do anything. Andrew will take you to Gabriel and then return for Turner, Thomas, and me. When we’re sure we’re safe, we’ll come back for everyone else. The team will keep everyone here and safe until we can get them. Then you can rest and recover.” Devin had abbreviated the plan, but it was all she really needed to know.
“Why not just let me do the legend, and try to see if five types of blood can heal me?” Arianna tested Devin to see if he knew that the blood would heal her.
“No way. I will not take a chance with the unknown results,” he stated firmly, meaning it was the end of the conversation.
“Shouldn’t that be an option? Obviously blood alone isn’t healing me fast enough. Wouldn’t it be easier for me to try the legend? If I was strong enough, I could stand up to the clans. Maybe we wouldn’t have to run.” Arianna suggested, gaining strength from her own conclusion. Devin knew something.
“We don’t even know what the legend states,” Devin began, turning to walk back to the computer to start working with Mori on setting up everything.
“Except that the blood of five will heal me forever, and I’ll be immune to sickness after that,” Arianna interrupted, and Devin stopped in his tracks. He didn’t turn around.
“How much more are you keeping from me?” Arianna asked. None of the keepers in the room moved to interrupt them. While the basics of the legend were known to all night humans, most didn’t know the specifics.
“Where did you learn that?” Devin asked, surprised, anger boiling. Turner looked to Thomas, confused. Thomas shrugged. Neither had heard that before. Molina was correct. Devin looked at the faces of each man in the room, searching for the one that told Arianna before it dawned on him. Devin immediately changed direction and ran to the room Molina was in. Arianna realized his intent and met him there in time to pull Molina out of the way of his fury.
“How could you know that?” Devin demanded, yelling at Molina as Turner and Thomas held him back. Andrew stood between Devin and Arianna in his full baku form. Andrew didn’t fear Devin hurting Arianna, but he wasn’t about to take the chance of an accident in the state Arianna was in.
“What’s going on?” Andrew asked both Arianna and Devin.
“No one knew that but Randolph and me. Have you been spying on us that long?” Devin demanded of Molina from where he was being held down by Turner and Thomas.
“Ari, please get away from her. She’s trying to get you to do something very dangerous. Please, Ari, trust me,” Devin replied, begging Arianna. For once Arianna felt feeling behind his words. He was truly worried. Maybe he had a reason for this too, but in the same way, he was acting just like Molina. Everyone was acting in what they considered her best interests, but they never allowed her to know all the details and decide for herself.
Andrew wrapped his arms protectively around Arianna and pulled her away from Molina. There was anger in the air between Molina and Devin, but none of them held it toward Arianna. Arianna was one of the safest people in the room, but Andrew felt the air was too charged to leave her unprotected. Arianna didn’t need to be between Molina and Devin, if needed, Andrew would step in too. It wasn’t a fair fight with Molina chained up, and even though she poisoned Arianna, she didn’t do it out of anything but love, which was clear to everyone as she looked at Arianna.
“Devin, I need to know the truth,” Arianna said calmly. “Is what Molina is saying true?”
Molina glared at Devin across the room, daring him to lie. Devin ignored her and gauged Arianna. Would she be able to make a good decision if she knew everything? There was so much more in their world Devin really wanted to shield her from. Devin didn’t want Arianna turning into what Randolph was: a monster.
“She deserves to know everything,” Molina added. “We can’t just go around leaving her in the dark. I have never, and will never, betray her. She will save us all, but she needs to be around long enough to do so. She needs the power of the clans.”
Devin hung his head in defeat and stopped fighting against Turner’s grip. Turner let go, and Devin sat down on the floor with his face in his hands. He wasn’t crying, but he was defeated. Molina had more faith in Arianna than he did. Devin could see that Molina truly believed in Arianna.
“The reason the council is pushing you to fulfill more of the legend is because they don’t know any more than the first two lines. Your grandfather searched for years to complete each line of the legend, and found that your fate, if you are the legend, is to start a revolution.
I know that the blood of five can heal her, but at the same time, it will make her take a part she never asked for. Arianna deserves the chance to choose her own fate. She doesn’t have to be the child of the legend.” Devin stared at Molina, offering a challenge.
“And how can she decide her own fate if you keep things from her?” Molina countered. Randolph had declared what Arianna could or could not be told. Devin was just following orders.
“I never planned to keep everything from her; I just don’t want to throw too much at her at once, especially when she has been sick because of you,” Devin hammered out his last point. 
“I didn’t do it to make her sick, and I knew it couldn’t kill her. I tested it on myself first,” Molina admitted. “I got better within a week. I really thought she would be fine. I’d have never given it to her if I thought it would do otherwise.”
Arianna looked between them. Neither was lying, but she needed to be sure.
“Are you both willing to let me see into your minds to see if I can tell what to believe?” Arianna gave the only proposal she could think of.
“Yes,” Devin replied first.
“She can do that now?” Molina asked, hurt she was left out of the new knowledge. Arianna nodded. “Of course. I’d never hide anything from you. Let’s just hope it’s the same for Devin.”
 



 
 
 
TWENTY-SEVEN


Andrew looked across the room to Arianna, who was sitting only feet from Molina. He didn’t fear the dearg-dul; she was considerably weaker than everyone in the room. He also didn’t fear her giving Arianna knowledge. Devin may have thought he could protect Arianna by keeping her away from the truth, but that wasn’t true. Arianna’s ignorance of the real night human world created their current problem. But part of him wanted to join Devin in strangling the dearg-dul. Molina had put Arianna in harm’s way by poisoning her. Also, he was anxious to see what was going on in Molina’s mind. Andrew approached Arianna and placed a hand on her back to let her know he was nearby, but at this point touch wasn’t needed. Arianna felt him as much as he felt her.
Arianna stared at Molina who waited patiently. Arianna closed her eyes and entered Molina’s mind for a second time. Where there were secrets before, Molina’s mind was now an open book to Arianna. Not a single ball remained that was a different color, and there were many of them. Arianna cringed, not knowing where to begin. Molina was being completely open, but that didn’t mean Arianna was all-seeing in her new power.
‘Andrew,’ she called outside her mind and knew that, that no matter where she was, he would hear her.
“May I enter with her?” Andrew asked Molina, distracting her from watching Arianna.
“Yes, I have nothing to hide,” Molina replied, nodding before going back to watching Arianna.
‘Ari, where are you?’ Andrew asked as he joined her, but with all the thoughts floating around, he couldn’t find her.
‘They’re all the same color,’ Arianna said, coming near him. ‘Does that mean she’s completely honest or completely lying? Can someone be completely lying to you?’
Andrew laughed. ‘I didn’t think of it that way. I think no one can completely lie because there will always be truth in their lives. I’d have to go with ‘completely open’, so that you can see whatever it is you need to look for.’
‘And how do I do that? It was easier looking for a lie.’ The number of balls were increasing in the room. A new set entered at the same time someone else entered the bedroom. Jackson’s face popped up everywhere around her.
‘I guess we know who entered,’ Andrew replied, feeling Arianna beside him. 
‘Yep. Where do we start looking, and what am I exactly looking for?’ Arianna asked. While it was now easy for her to go in and out of their minds, Arianna still didn’t know how to sift through all the thoughts efficiently.
‘You already know how to dive into the memories, but for something like this, you want to just get a glimpse and not go through them to see each moment. To do that don’t take a hold of the memory in your hands. Instead, just look into it and watch the mini scene unfolding. If you see something you want to know more about, touch the memory and go into it, but if you stay back you can gaze through many of them at once.’ Andrew walked her over to the nearest pile that was of her, and not Jackson.
Mini bubbles of memories floated past Arianna with pictures of all her time with Molina. Most of the memories were from the past year, but others also followed. Molina had been watching over Arianna for years before Arianna even knew about night humans. Memories of Arianna’s much simpler day human life floated by. Soon she was surrounded by how Molina saw everything happen. The past year together was now surrounding her. Emotions began to pour off the bubbles floating around her.
‘Do you feel that?’ Andrew asked in barely a whisper. Andrew was beside Arianna watching all the scenes also, and sensing all the feelings.
‘It’s love, isn’t it?’ Arianna replied. It wasn’t the same type of love she felt from him, but it was love.
‘She loves you like a sibling,’ Andrew replied, pushing a memory closer to her. Being an only child, Arianna had never felt that kind of love before. Andrew did. There was no bitterness behind his words but inspiration that there could still be that kind of love without a blood bond.
Arianna looked at the scene before her. From Molina’s view, Arianna was riding the bus in her pre-night human days. Arianna was slumped over, wiping away tears discreetly. Jackson had yet to board and Molina was having a hard time sitting still on the bus, she wanted to go comfort her. Arianna’s pain was also Molina’s pain. Molina wanted to know who would cause her so much pain and beat the crap out of them. Arianna was the little sister Molina missed dearly.
Arianna could remember the day herself, but didn’t know anyone saw her. Molina had been watching her for some time before she ever entered the night human world and obviously already knew most of those lonely days where Arianna felt lost without having family around. It wasn’t the same to be raised by Aunt Lilly and Uncle Dean, no matter how much they loved her.
‘I think this is the one you want to see,’ Andrew interrupted the movie playing before Arianna. ‘I will leave this to you now. I think I need to go back out and talk with everyone. Devin is getting anxious for you to find out what you need to know, or he doesn’t want you in his head. I don’t know which it is, but I’ll keep him company until then.’ Andrew’s presence disappeared.
Arianna picked up the bubble that was pushed toward her. The world in Molina’s mind changed, and she was now melting into a scene at her grandfather’s mansion. The walls of the residential area of Randolph manor swirled into view. 
A loud crash in the next room brought her violently into the world through Molina’s eyes. Molina looked up from the tracking devices. They had more problems than just that Arianna was missing, which they knew was going to happen, it was just a matter of when. There was a baku on the property. He had hidden himself well, but Mori still picked up a slight trace. They didn’t know who the baku was, but to be missed by all the Randolph security meant he was strong, very strong, possibly Gabriel himself. Molina stood and crept near the doorway downstairs. Something inside her warned to proceed with caution. Another crash covered up the sounds of the door opening. Molina kept moving downstairs. More crashes came as Molina paused outside the room Devin was in with Randolph.
“When you’re done destroying our home, we can continue talking.” Lord Randolph’s voice was ice, cutting through the hostility in the air.
“They took her,” Devin said, the despair evident in his voice. “I told her I’d keep her safe, and they took her.” Steely-emotioned-Devin was actually breaking down.
“This was one of the scenarios that we knew could happen. Seeger has been plotting for years to get the dearg-dul behind him.” Lord Randolph was calm and didn’t even seem to worry over his granddaughter’s disappearance. It was odd. Everyone on her team was extremely worried, but Randolph was not.
“What if they do something to her? It’s all my fault. I shouldn’t have left her alone.” Devin was now over his violent outburst and on the verge of tears. This shocked Molina as she had never seen any sort of emotion from the boy since the first day he came into the Randolph manor.
“Her uncle will find her,” Randolph assured Devin. “No need to worry. It’s kind of his specialty.” This was the first time Molina was hearing that Arianna had an uncle. When she had asked why Devin had found Arianna in baku territory only a night ago, he gave a reply that it was where her parents had lived. Arianna assumed that the baku took Arianna’s dearg-dul mother in after Randolph kicked her out. Molina didn’t know that meant there were actual relatives still alive.
“But she didn’t finish the feeding when she turned,” Devin replied. This Molina agreed with. Somehow, Arianna stopped feeding on Devin when she was starting to affect him. No one had ever not finished the turning. Arianna was the first. “She might run out of blood before anyone can find her.”
“She won’t die that easily,” Lord Randolph dismissed Devin’s worry and began to pick up the larger objects that had been tossed around the room. 
Devin wanted to complain but stopped. No one questioned Lord Randolph.
“Now, I need to take care of some more business before we dispatch the imposter.” Lord Randolph was dismissing Devin. “You’re certain she had blue eyes?” he asked Devin one last time.
“Yes, positive,” Devin replied. Blue eyes? Molina was startled. She hadn’t even thought to look at Arianna’s eyes when she transformed. “Did you know she would?” Devin asked.
“I suspected because Gabriel said he thought she was a baku,” Lord Randolph answered. He was always the most honest with Devin, and only Devin. Molina’s mind began to race at the possibility. First, they had suspected that Arianna was the dearg-dul of legend. Second, Randolph just said Arianna was a baku. That confirmed Arianna was the dearg-dul of legend.
“And what does that mean?” Devin asked. “People whisper about the blue eyes coming soon, but I have never known what it means. And no one has ever answered me when I ask.”
“Because to speak of it means death,” Lord Randolph replied, waving his hand in the air as if death wasn’t a problem. “I have ordered that anyone who actually speaks the prophecy will be put to death.”
“Is it that bad?” Devin asked. Molina had heard whispers of the legend; even she didn’t know the truth. All anyone would say was a blue eyed dearg-dul would join the clans together through mending the clans with five keepers by their side. No one actually knew what it all meant.
“No, but I never want her to learn of it. I have collected the verses over the years from the dearg-dul, lycan, baku, and tengu. I have begun trying to acquire the rest from the other nine clans. With some bartering, by the end of the year, I should have the whole prophecy,” Lord Randolph explained as he began to tap his cane on the floor.
“All of the dearg-dul who are older than my daughter had heard of the rumor that a blue eyed night human would be born with the power to save or destroy us. The child will need blood from five different types of human to become an all-powerful night human able to do what no one else can,” Lord Randolph explained. “You can read what we’ve found later.”
“Arianna will be a savior to the night humans by drinking the blood of five different humans?” Devin asked, letting go of his breath at the same time Molina did.
“That, or the death of us,” Lord Randolph replied. “Once she has the blood of five keepers, she cannot be killed by poison or disease and her power will be off the charts. She will either save us or destroy us—if we do not destroy ourselves. I don’t want her told of this. She will stay my grandchild only, no legend.” A siren began wailing in the background. 
Molina immediately jumped up and returned to the stairs to make a rather noisy entrance. Arianna was the night human of legend sent to save them all, but Lord Randolph would never let that happen. What would happen to the night humans if Arianna didn’t save them? Molina thought of the small, fragile girl she watched for a year. Was she strong enough to save them? Would she even want to after her rather brief introduction to their world? Arianna may not want to save the night humans, but Molina was sure: she would save Arianna by any means necessary.
“Lord,” she said, entering the room that was now trashed by Devin. She knelt at Lord Randolph’s feet. Shattered glass lay around the corners of the room, and a large metal plate had a dent in it. Molina didn’t acknowledge the mess as it wasn’t her place to say anything.
“Yes,” Lord Randolph said.
“Mori has spotted a baku on the grounds. He’s making his way into the underground compound. He must be strong as we were barely able to detect a blip, but Mori is sure that’s where he’s headed,” Molina replied. Randolph didn’t seem to care too much at the mention of the baku.
“There’s your answer.” Lord Randolph took a blade off the wall and tossed it to Devin. “Go rescue the princess, but keep her hidden until I expose the fake at tonight’s changing. Tell Gabriel I say hello, if you get the chance, and kill him, too, if needed.”
Arianna faded out of the memory and back to the room. Molina sat, staring across the room at Jackson. He sat silently, waiting for the verdict on Molina as did the rest of the room. Andrew already knew the answer, but gave nothing away.
“She’s telling the truth. She won’t hurt me now or ever,” Arianna replied. “So what does that mean?” Arianna asked Devin, who was standing behind her. “Will you be honest with me?”
 



 
 
 
TWENTY-EIGHT


The room emptied after they unbound Molina. She gave Arianna a weak smile, asking for forgiveness that would take time to come by. Jackson took Molina’s hand and led her away, a much more intimate gesture than Arianna was used to. Andrew stopped, the last one to leave the room. He held her hand and kissed the tips of her knuckles.
‘Do you need me to stay?’ he asked, concerned that she was not going to be happy with what she found in Devin’s mind.
‘No, we need to be alone. Devin is never open to me unless we’re alone,’ Arianna replied, kissing his hand as he held hers. Andrew was her strength now, but she needed to do this. She needed to know what was hidden in Devin’s mind. She needed closure.
‘No matter what he tells you, it doesn’t change anything between us. I still choose you,’ Andrew replied cryptically before leaving.
Arianna waited for everyone to be out of listening distance, besides Andrew who seemed to know everything already. Arianna wanted the truth for a change. She turned back to Devin and looked him over.
“Will you finally be honest with me?” Arianna crossed her arms across her chest, ready to challenge Devin with whatever excuse he had.
“Yes,” Devin replied simply.
“Really?” Arianna dropped her defensive stance. Devin wasn’t ever completely truthful. Arianna didn’t think he had it in him to be so.
“Just let’s move to the closet. The closets in these homes are soundproof for safe talking since all night humans have sensitive ears. It’s much easier than soundproofing each room.” Devin led the way into the walk-in closet. It was filled with empty shelves. Devin leaned against the wall and slid down until he was sitting. The strong front he always displayed was gone. He was back to being just Devin. Arianna missed just Devin. He was never around when she needed him, and she was seeing less and less of him. Devin was becoming more of the soldier Randolph trained him to be. Arianna moved closer so that she could reach out and touch him, but did not. After learning that Andrew was her mate, she felt it was cheating to even touch Devin, despite the fact that he loved her and that part of her loved him too.
“Go ahead, look inside my mind,” Devin urged her. They both remained close, but not touching. It was different now for both of them.
Arianna focused and easily entered his mind. Where Andrew found resistance when he was teaching her how to enter minds using Devin, now she found nothing but an open door. His mind was still quite blank compared to Molina, but this time all the doors had handles. Arianna moved to the first door and opened it. The room was filled with memories. Arianna looked around at all of them, memories of Devin’s childhood. Memories floated out the door as she moved to the next room. The door, this time, opened on its own. Memories of his training surrounded her. She felt the pain and anguish that went behind the making of the man that was Devin. Before her floated a memory of Devin around the age of ten. She watched as he faced off against a larger, fully-transformed baku. It took everything inside him to fight the man, but in the end, Devin had his first kill. Anguish followed the triumph he felt after Randolph let him finally be alone. Baku were the enemy, but still they were people. That feeling died as he did it again and again. Soon there were new memories. The doors all opened except for the last door, but she was too surrounded to go near it anyways. As with Molina, Arianna looked around and became confused as to where to even start.
“As you can hopefully see, I’ll answer anything. It might be easier if we just talk,” Devin suggested, interrupting her concentration.
“Yes, I think so too,” Arianna said, jumping out of his mind and refocusing on Devin in front of her. He was still the same blond-haired, blue-eyed mystery from the year before. He had his secrets, but now, she saw they were never really being kept from her; just shuffled away because there was so much he remembered. The real reason he never was open was that he couldn’t afford to feel the feelings behind them.
“What do you need to know?” Devin asked, staying in place by force of will alone.
“Why didn’t you tell me about the clans and the right to contest?” Arianna asked the first question that was bothering her.
“It was too much to tell you at one time. I didn’t want you to be afraid to even leave the house. I wanted you to have a normal life as much as I could give you. If I told you, you would have become paranoid and looking for them around every turn. I just wanted you to be free of all of this, even if it was only temporary,” Devin shrugged. “I guess it didn’t work.”
“Well, then explain it a bit more to me,” Arianna asked.
“Thomas was supposed to explain that to you.” Devin ran his hands through his too-long blond hair.
“Well, I get the whole thirteen clans, and I’m the head of four of them. Yes, that makes me powerful and everyone wants that. But more specific, can you explain the right to contest.”
“It’s a tournament of champions. Each night human clan can enter one person to fight for you except the clan you belong to. By not arranging a marriage before your seventeenth year, they forfeit the chance to marry you.” Arianna looked down at her hand, only an inch away from his; she hadn’t noticed her hand drift over to Devin and neither had he. He continued talking. “So twelve men then fight through a series of challenges where several are eliminated each time. At the end, it comes down to individual duels and challenges. The family who wasn’t represented, your family, will decide on all the challenges since they don’t have anyone at stake.”
“Who is my family then? I’m both dearg-dul and baku?” Their fingers were intertwined. It was more familiar to sit touching him than not when they were alone. Something about his energy kept her grounded.
“If we need to decide, we will say that since you turned dearg-dul first that’s your clan, that way we can enter a certain baku if needed.” Devin looked down at their hands. It was nice to be able to touch her.
“You have this planned out?” Arianna asked in disbelief. “Why didn’t you tell me that this would happen?”
“I have lots of things planned out, and several plans for every scenario. There’s so much in this world you don’t know. So much I wanted to shield you from. Your life is hard enough without your parents or grandfather around to help you; you don’t need any more than the clans have been busy throwing at you. Therefore, yes, I have it all planned out.” Devin stroked his thumb across the fingers intertwined with his, making Arianna remember they were holding hands. Quickly she pulled her hand back.
“And now that I went out to rescue that night human, we’ll have to deal with this?” Arianna was causing him more pain every time she turned around. It was his fault to for not telling her, but Arianna couldn’t help but feel responsible.
“No, we would’ve had to eventually. There was no way that I was going to tell you that you needed to be married by your birthday this year. Now it won’t matter if you get married or not. The clans will all object and say that it’s not legitimate. The clans are a problem because I didn’t want to make you have a harder life than you already did. Just imagine how you would have felt if I said you had to choose a husband by your birthday; you wouldn’t have seen Andrew the way you do now.” Pity, not jealously, was shooting through him. Arianna felt his longing to go back and change the past. 
“And what is in the closed door?” Arianna asked. She moved over to him to lay her head on his shoulder so that he wouldn’t have to look into her face when he answered.
“Go see for yourself. It’s closed, but not locked,” Devin explained. He couldn’t put into words the memories behind the door. He knew exactly what she was talking about, but she would have to go see it herself.
Arianna leaned back into his mind and let his warmth encircle her. Devin had always made her feel safe and content. Even with all the emotion she felt for Andrew, Arianna still felt comfortable with Devin. Everything was back in its room but the doors were all open except for the last door. Arianna pushed her way through the few remaining memories, trying her best to not stop and look at them. Devin was a mystery to her, and here he was, finally completely open. Whatever she wanted to know, he would tell her now. Arianna approached the closed door. Devin was correct; it was unlocked. Arianna hesitantly reached and pushed it open. Memories began to tumble out by the hundreds. Arianna froze, unsure what to do as they just continued to keep coming.
‘Look at them,’ Devin urged in his mind. It sounded like his words surrounded her.
Arianna looked around at all the bubbles. They easily filled the open room on their own even though his other memories were contained in their own rooms. She watched as more passed by, tumbling out. Her face was everywhere. She could see an image of herself in each passing bubble, from her childhood up to now. Each bubble was a memory about her. As they finally slowed down, Arianna felt it all around her: love. Intense, overwhelming love surrounded her in all of these memories.
‘This is the door I open when we’re alone,’ Devin explained as if he were standing beside her now. ‘I can’t let any of this cloud my judgment to keep you safe, but when we’re alone, this is what I feel.’
Arianna pulled out of his mind and quickly turned around. Devin was seated, and she was eye-to-eye with him on her knees. His crystal blue eyes gazed at her. He didn’t move or say a thing. She could just feel it. It almost felt like it did with Andrew, but without her night human senses, it was hard to tell. He felt it too. Devin reached over and brushed her cheek, sending tickles down to her toes. He slowly leaned forward.
“Wait,” Arianna said as he was just inches from her. 
Arianna turned into her dearg-dul night human form. It had been awhile since she had been just a dearg-dul, but it was still familiar. Arianna was a mutant night human, but if she chose, she could take on dearg-dul, baku, or her combined form. Devin waited where he had been, a mere inch from her face. Arianna watched as the edges of her dearg-dul form came into focus until she saw it. Her night human essence was doing the same thing to Devin that it did with Andrew. Arianna stared in shock. Devin used the paused moment to his advantage as he finally leaned forward and kissed her.
Arianna felt his lips before they even met hers. Her mind wanted to protest, but her body knew everything after spending the past year, almost every waking moment, beside him. Devin reached forward and pulled her to him. His kiss was softer than Andrew’s, and his hands more callused, but there was no denying that it was the same feeling moving her heart. She loved Devin as much as she loved Andrew. Life just got more complicated than Arianna wanted to admit.
“What does that mean?” Arianna complained, pulling back. Her night human form couldn’t have chosen two mates.
“Your dearg-dul has always wanted me. Your grandfather told me that last year when we brought you home. That’s why you didn’t kill me when you turned,” Devin explained, gently stroking her face. “The only way a human can survive being a sacrifice for a newly-turned night human is if they are bound already.”
“Then with Andrew…” she started again, confused.
“And your baku wants him,” Devin replied, still holding her close. Arianna felt the regret. It wasn’t jealously or anger now, just regret.
“And Turner backed off because he could see this?” Arianna finally had her answer. 
“Mmm hmmm,” Devin replied, leaning in to kiss her again.
Loving two very different people was difficult and wrong.
“No buts,” Devin replied, pulling her back onto his lap. “I only have one last moment with you before we have to be downstairs. At least let me enjoy it.” Arianna wanted to ask why but gave in anyways. She was enjoying the moment too. The dearg-dul part of her was completely satisfied in his arms, even if her baku side was screaming no.
“I’ll love you forever Arianna, but you need to be with Andrew,” Devin said as he slowly pulled away. “I don’t want to be making a choice for you, but I’ll do everything in my power to make you happy. That includes handing you over to Andrew. I can see that this is pulling you apart. First with me and Turner, and now with me and Andrew. I won’t ask that of you because I can’t be what you need.” Arianna felt the pain hit her. He was ending his connection with her.
“This is the end?” she asked, trying to keep the tears at bay. She needed a straight answer.
“My love will never end, but we can’t be together any more. You need what Andrew can give you.” Devin pulled her close, hoping to avoid seeing her cry. It broke his heart to make her sad, but that’s all he could ever do.
Shocked, Arianna pulled back and stared at him. Tears began to well up in her eyes. She wasn’t as hurt when Turner ended things, but something was different with Devin. Sitting alone with him, everything felt right.
“That door that opens in my mind when we’re alone will always be closed. I can’t change that. You deserve someone like Andrew who can always give you the love you need. I can’t keep tearing you apart. Your choice is between one guy with issues that cannot love openly, and another that has as many issues but never lost the ability to love. It’s not a hard choice. Andrew is what you need. He will always make you happy. I’m sure of it. And I will always love you.”



 
 
 
TWENTY-NINE


Andrew was waiting with Turner when Arianna returned downstairs. Nothing had really changed in their situation with their guests. Molina did what she did to protect Arianna, and Devin did what he did to protect her, too. But now everything would have to change. The challenge was inevitable. Devin held her hand as they walked downstairs, and he handed her over to Andrew once they reached the table. Andrew didn’t question or get jealous now. He already knew what Arianna just found out, and he could feel the sadness coming from her. Devin was back to his normal self, completely in control.
‘And just like that, you don’t care?’ Arianna asked, intently watching Devin as he sat down at the table, getting back to business.
‘I will always care, but, first and foremost, I’m assigned to protect you.’ Devin was true to his word upstairs. All emotions were closed off.
‘And what if I don’t want protection, but just you, the way you were upstairs.’ Arianna felt her anger control her as she lashed out at him. 
‘I’ll never deny you anything, but that’s not the man I am. I can’t pretend to be something I’m not. All I have ever wanted is for you to be happy and to live a life of your own. Not the life others try to force on you. You’re free to make your own decisions now and always. I will support you in your choices. I love you, and that will never change.’ Devin needed to emphasize that he was acting out of love, as her eyes told him all he needed to know. He had hurt her, and she was now angry at him.
“What do we do now, boss?” Turner asked, sitting beside Devin. He felt the tension but ignored it. Turner’s greatest strength was the ability to stay happy no matter the situation.
“Did Molina and Thomas talk to Mori?” Devin asked, looking into the adjoining room.
“The older Katsulas brother is coming here right now. He can’t tolerate the midday sun, but he just left,” Molina explained, coming to the table. It was still too early for any of the dearg-dul to be outside. 
“Mori thinks we have thirty minutes, tops, before he gets here,” Turner reported, looking around the table and then glancing between Devin and Arianna. Molina and Thomas joining them at the table was a good distraction for Turner. There were strong vibes coming from Arianna that everyone wanted to avoid.
“And Gabriel?” Devin asked Andrew. Devin avoided Arianna’s sad and hateful glare also. 
“Said to wait for the brother to show up. Seems they now owe us, and Gabriel is going to use that to get Arianna to safety,” Andrew replied, wrapping his arms around Arianna to support her. She was light headed again. The poison still wasn’t completely out of her system, but she ignored the feeling.
“If they owe us, then he should keep his mouth shut,” Arianna spat out. She needed someone to vent her anger on. The Katsulas guy that they had saved wasn’t the real problem at the moment. He was just the catalyst.
“I wish it was that easy,” Thomas replied. Molina nodded. “You’re worth way more than a life in their eyes, and probably the eyes of everyone else.”
“Then that won’t work? Saving their child isn’t worth my freedom?” Arianna was shocked. Night humans valued their children so little.
“No, afraid not,” Turner answered this time. He had seen her struggle over the last year. Being raised by day humans made her who she was, but it also made her sensitive to the life of being a night human. She didn’t value power like everyone else; she valued life. It was the one trait he hoped would never change.
“We will implement plan three,” Devin replied. Everyone nodded their heads yes, but Arianna. She didn’t know plan one or two let alone three.
“Do we get to question our guest first?” Thomas asked. Arianna’s head began to pound.
“We should just leave him here,” Turner replied.
“But he could have information we could use,” Molina added, siding with Thomas in the escalating argument.
“We don’t have time to mess around with it,” Devin answered his side on the argument. Voices were rising as they all disagreed and an argument broke out.
“Stop,” Arianna barely whispered. “Everyone just stop.” Arianna closed her eyes and leaned back into Andrew’s chest; he held her upright. The pounding continued, her vision was starting to blur and both were throwing off her thinking.
“Ari?” Andrew asked softly as he stroked her face. “I can take you back to your room where you can rest. You still aren’t completely better.” Andrew hated to see her in pain. Her pain was his, and he felt it beating loud and clear.
“No, that’s just it. I want to be better now,” Arianna complained. Arianna paused and caught her breath as they all quieted but continued to argue. “I want to be the legend.”
Everyone around the table stopped and stared at her. While they thought she already was, until she drank the blood of the five keepers, she would not truly be the legend for everyone else. By becoming the legend, she would have to accept her fate. Only Devin seemed to understand wasn’t necessarily a good thing.
‘Ari, you don’t need to be the legend to get better,’ Devin pleaded, trying to save her from the destiny she was choosing.
“I have my lycan,” Arianna replied, ignoring Devin. Turner nodded. To him she was always allowed to make her own choice, no matter Devin’s judgment. “Along with my tengu, baku, and day human. All I need is my dearg-dul and there are currently several in the house. I have everyone I need. I just will use some blood from everyone, and then we can do this.” Arianna tried to fake a strength that wasn’t there.
“Is it safe?” Andrew asked Thomas, who began typing on his laptop.
“Mori got the lab to work out all the details months ago, but kept it to himself,” Thomas replied, reading the screen. “It should be safe, and it should work as long as we follow his guidelines. The blood needs to be pure from each kind.”
“Meaning?” Andrew asked. He wasn’t about to let Arianna take any risks, even to get better. 
“All the keepers must not have any of their own.” Thomas continued to read. “So Nelson is out, but Seeger or Mica should be fine.”
“Seeger and Mica are not fine. That would only work if she were able to take their blood. There’s no dearg-dul she can use, so this isn’t a point we need to talk about.” Devin knew all too well that Arianna had a problem drinking blood from random people. She refused after changing last year to the point of stopping her forced transformation just because she didn’t like the blood available. Arianna moved to protest but Devin continued, “Arianna, would you drink either of their blood?” Devin asked, already knowing the answer. Arianna gave it some thought as she searched the house. While Seeger did smell strongly attractive to her because his blood overflowing with love for her, something was off with it. It wasn’t true love but more a love of the creature she was. She wouldn’t be able to drink his blood. She knew the hidden ingredient that made blood right for her was love. She looked beside Seeger and found Mica guarding him. While Mica was nice and attractive, she never felt anything but friendship from her dearg-dul guard. It wasn’t love like the friendship with Thomas. Thomas was the love of a sibling. It was stronger than friendship like Mica. She wouldn’t be able to drink Mica’s blood either. Arianna sighed. She wanted, for once, to prove Devin wrong.
“No, neither will work,” Arianna replied, defeated.
“Then we need to just keep doing what we’re doing. We feed her from Andrew, and she will get better. It will take longer, but it will happen. Mori said the numbers are getting better,” Devin replied, closing the matter. Devin stood to indicate they were through.
“Except they’re not,” Thomas added as he typed more. “They are slowly plateauing. She needs the five bloods to get better. We need another human blood in the five to make it work. It doesn’t have to be a dearg-dul. Could we use the Katsulas boy? He’s a different kind of night human. The legend never stated it must be the five she rules over.” Arianna shook her head no again. While his blood did smell a bit different, it wasn’t something she could drink. “Maybe you’ll change your mind when his brother gets here.” That was a possibility. Arianna felt the brother in the distance as he ran to their place. He felt different than his brother, and it was a possibility, but Arianna feared meeting him when she was not at full strength.
“We can’t wait that long,” Arianna said. The older brother was on his way. His intentions were to come to get her, and not his brother. If she were too weak, it could cost her any of her guards or even her keepers, who were now the only family she had left. Mori said the Katsulas’ brother was just below Andrew in power, but not by much. Arianna needed strength now.
“I can give my blood,” Molina replied from across the table. Everyone around the table turned to stare at her. Keepers were always of the opposite sex. No one had considered Molina.
“My love for you is like a sister. It should work,” Molina explained. Molina would not look around the table. What she was suggesting after being the cause of it all wasn’t acceptable to Devin or Turner. Thomas considered the offer more, knowing that Arianna needed to get better. “And I haven’t made a keeper of my own yet, so my blood is pure.” Molina had yet to taste Jackson’s blood.
Arianna nodded. It was a simple solution. There was nothing repulsive in Molina’s blood. Molina loved her like a sibling. Arianna had her five keepers.
‘You don’t have to do this,’ Devin pleaded. ‘It’s always your choice. We can find another way.’
“I’m choosing this,” Arianna said to Devin, but also for the sake of her friends gathered around the table. “I’m making my choice now. I’m taking control of my own destiny.” Everyone nodded. They couldn’t deny her taking control. Andrew beamed behind her. He had been waiting for her to take control since the first day he met her. Arianna had more strength than anyone he had ever met. She just didn’t know it.
“What do we do first?” Arianna asked, looking to Thomas who was still on the computer. “I get to snack on each of you now? Does it have to be in a certain order?”
“No feeding needed.” Thomas looked relieved. “Mori said all it should take is one drop of blood from each of us. We mix it together and then you drink it,” Thomas explained, closing the laptop. It was straightforward.
“Ahh shoot, I don’t get to bite you,” Arianna teased, and Thomas gladly nodded. He didn’t ever want to be bitten by a night human, but he would do anything to keep Arianna safe.
“Hey,” Thomas complained. “I never said…”
“No you just cringed every time she’s ever fed in your presence,” Turner replied, joining in teasing Thomas. Arianna looked between them. Even Turner and Thomas had found a middle ground and were now somewhat friends.
Andrew shimmered away and returned before the argument was even over. He held a small glass of water in his hand. Setting it on the table, everyone stopped talking. Andrew leaned over and poked his finger. A drop of blood fell into the glass and mixed to be invisible in the larger amount of water.
“Will this really work?” Arianna asked as Thomas stood and added a drop to the glass.
“Yes, Mori said the scientists are sure,” Thomas reassured her as he passed the glass to Turner. Turner added a drop before passing it to Molina who followed. At last the cup with only a slight hint of color in it stopped in front of Devin.
‘You’re sure?’ he asked Arianna.
‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘This is my choice, not my destiny.’
Devin added a drop to the glass and handed it to Arianna. Arianna looked at the slightly rose-colored water. To day humans there wouldn’t have been a difference, but Arianna’s excellent eyesight told her otherwise. Her sense of smell agreed, and she was sure it would work. With her five keepers around her, Arianna lifted the glass and drank it.



 
 
 
THIRTY


All five people sitting around the table stared at Arianna, waiting for a sign. She looked from face to face and could read the desperation. Molina wanted forgiveness for her involvement in poisoning her. Thomas wanted Mori to be correct. Turner wanted to be the one to save her. He’d have preferred to do it on his own, but was settling for everyone’s help. And Devin wanted to save Arianna from the fate she now chose. Only Andrew wasn’t waiting for something. With her sitting so near to him, he could already tell. The poison was gone the instant she finished the drink. While five drops of blood wouldn’t be strong enough to heal anyone else, something was completely different with her. She was special.
Arianna’s world came back in full color. It was as if she had been walking around in a haze for months. Everything was so much crisper in color, texture, sound, and emotion. She didn’t even have to look at each person to know what they were feeling. She didn’t have to move to feel Andrew’s hand on her back. She already felt it. The cloud that had been over her was lifted
“Finally,” Andrew said, nuzzling into her hair as he pulled her to him and a collective sigh of relief came from the table.
“Do you feel any different? Are you still feeling unwell? Does your head still hurt?” Thomas asked, studying her in that same scientific way as he always had.
“Not really different,” Arianna replied. She stretched her arm and wiggled her fingers to make a point. “Just not tired anymore. My head isn’t in a fog.” Arianna looked around the room using her night human vision while still in day human form, she hadn’t been able to do that since Turner taught her how over six months ago. Everything was clear now. “And I feel in control. Really in control. The last few months I’ve felt like I couldn’t regulate the night human within me. Now I’m in charge.” Arianna looked at her hand resting on Andrew, and she could see her night human essence, which was still wrapped around him desperately.
‘Well, almost in control,’ she added only to Andrew who smirked in reply.
“What plan do we follow?” Arianna asked Devin. He still studied her to make sure there were no lasting effects from the poison. Devin didn’t reply, but continued to stare at her. Arianna stared back. After a few moments, when Devin was finally convinced she was fine, he turned back to the table.
“I guess we move on to plan six.” Everyone nodded except Arianna. Again, he was using cryptic code talk that didn’t include her.
“Which is?” she asked impatiently.
“Mori, set it all up,” Devin directed everyone back to the computer. With one click, Mori was back on the screen.
“It will take me a minute,” Mori replied from the computer.
“And this is?” Arianna asked.
 No one added any more information as she waited only a moment for Mori to finish whatever he was doing. Devin nodded to Andrew, who’d quietly slipped away and had returned with a bag packed for Arianna.
“Ready to go, princess?” Andrew asked. Obviously everyone knew what plan six was and were all doing their part now, forgetting about Arianna’s obvious lack of knowledge.
“I’m not going anywhere until I know exactly what’s going on,” Arianna demanded, and thankfully she had the strength to back up her demands. Andrew hesitated and deferred to Devin for an explanation. Devin had an endless amount of additional plans but none of them included Arianna refusing.
“Let her stay until I make the call. As long as she’s not in the picture, they won’t know the difference. Then she needs to leave immediately. Go to the second option and keep her hidden. I’ll tell Gabriel, and we will go back to the Randolph estate,” Devin replied.
“Wait, what’s going on, where are we going?” Arianna was thoroughly confused by now.
“We need to get you out of here before they find you. We are going to inform them that you’ve decided to take a vacation and will be returning soon, so all inquiries need to be in a written format. That way we can continue to stall them,” Turner replied, quickly understanding that she wasn’t happy without knowing what was going on. “You hide for the time being, and we stall them as we prepare for war. They will not attack if they don’t know where you are.”
“No, I can’t run. Who will lead the clans?” Arianna was worried, not just about the dearg-dul but also Gabriel. More people had challenged him before she took over. His authority was basically cemented with her presence. Without her around, he would be back to having to defend his position and thus hers.
“Yes, you will run, and you will stay safe. Andrew will make sure of it. Now that you’re healed, you should be able to keep up with him. Hopefully he can keep up with you. We will stall the clans and keep them in order. No one but us will know that you’re hiding.” Devin moved back to the computer.
“And we will be leaving you guys here?” Arianna asked, looking around the room. These guys, and the ones in the other room guarding the hostages, were her family.
“Yes, the more of us that go, the easier it will be to find you. For now it will just be you two,” Turner added again as Devin was typing into the computer. Arianna worried for the people she would have to leave behind. She was the strength of the group, whether she knew how to use it or not.
‘They can take care of themselves,’ Andrew added for Arianna’s benefit.
“Connection is up,” Mori replied from the computer. Across the screen flashed multiple faces. 
“Minimize them all so we can see them all at once,” Devin directed Mori. Mori followed his orders. 
Several men stared back at the screen. Their own connection showed a blank screen. The men ranged in ages from not much older than Arianna to her great uncle Gabriel’s age. 
“Who are they?” Arianna asked.
“Sidhe, vrykolakas, brujería, draugur, gangshi, uruku, lamia, loogaroo, and obayifo.” Devin pointed to each man as he named which night human they were. None of it made sense to Arianna, but she nodded anyway.
Devin reached over and pulled Arianna closer to him. She felt the surge of needing his touch just like Andrew once she was close enough. A bit of his love was seeping through the closed doors in his mind. Devin kissed her forehead before pushing her out of the picture.
‘I’m doing this for you,’ he said before hitting the button to turn on the connection. ‘You leave when I click off. I need you to stay safe.’
“I thought this would be the easiest format rather than having everyone running around causing trouble on our grounds. We’ve had two recent incidents and over a dozen in the past year of clans coming, uninvited, on the grounds of either the Grace or Randolph clans,” Devin said to the men staring back. “Miss Arianna has decided to take a vacation and will be away for several months. Since I know you all are seeking an audience with her, we wanted to ask you to formally present your case in written format so that we can assess them all in good time. Personal invitations will only be made to those we deem worthy of meeting her in person.”
“Impossible,” an older grey-haired man replied. “You will never give us the time of day. After avoiding us for the past year, are we to believe you will actually read our letters? Since you contacted us, I will gladly formally issue the right to challenge.”
Devin smiled at the older man. “If you check the records, a challenge can only be issued during a person to person meeting. This doesn’t count.”
‘This isn’t going to work,’ Arianna complained to Andrew. ‘I’m past my birthday. They will follow me and try to issue a challenge.’
‘And we will keep them away from you,’ Andrew replied, pulling her close into his arms, hoping that his strength alone would take care of her.
‘And I’ll have to spend my life hidden,’ Arianna added. Andrew’s arms brought comfort, but she still felt the dread of life running away. And the moment I return, there will be war, she added to herself.
The men all started arguing over each other and none of the conversations could be made out. Several men could be seen as lifelong enemies; others were acting like old friends. Some were more guarded in their dislike, but what Arianna could tell, there wasn’t a single clan in power of more than their own group right now. None even held two clans, let alone four. As the old man Arianna only met weeks ago raised his hand, everyone stopped talking.
“I believe you have a guest right now,” the man said to the group. They all immediately quieted down, eager to hear his words. “I think my grandson Polo would like to say something.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. We found him in a bad condition from fighting with someone on our grounds, which he illegally entered. We needed to give him time to heal, and we thought it was best to do that asleep, so he cannot speak at the moment.” Devin looked over the screen to Andrew, and Andrew nodded with a smile. “He will probably be out for at least another half an hour or so. We might need to keep him under longer. He was outside during the midday sun. You know how taxing that can be.” Devin faked his concern and pleasantries for the men on the screen.
“That can’t be correct. Polo contacted me and said that he was with you guys,” the man retaliated.
“You must have heard him wrong. He was only slightly conscious when we rescued him. He passed out before he even made it back to the house here where Lady Arianna was,” Devin replied. No one on the screen was satisfied. Arguments began to grow as several of the men agreed. Slowly the arguments simmered down for someone else to talk now.
“Speaking for the chosen one, if you disregard our ways, it will mean war. We will not stand to be put aside or have our traditions ignored,” a younger, thirty-something man with golden hair replied. Several of the younger men all nodded with him. The older men were slower to follow. They had lived through wars that the younger men had not.
“There’s no disregard, Lord McKinny. We will thoroughly read each offer. If we deem no one suitable, we will call for a challenge ourselves,” Devin replied.
‘Is he serious?’ Arianna asked Andrew. Devin would never call for a challenge.
‘No, he’s trying to buy time for us to train you better. If I can get you up to the top form we expect, there will be no dispute. They will all listen, and fear your power,’ Andrew replied. He was actually enjoying the show. Devin was a master of his emotions, and nothing that was said ruffled his feathers or deterred him from his plan. For a baku, who fed on emotion, Devin was amazing.
“This isn’t a discussion. You either honor our ways or not,” the grandfather of the group scolded Devin sternly. “Not one of us will stand by and let a non-head dictate to us. We are issuing the challenge. Disrespect that, and it means war.”
“I’m in,” said the younger blond haired man, starting a chorus of agreement. Before long the whole group agreed. 
Devin shrugged, not replying to the insinuation that war was starting. He moved over to the computer to turn it off without even giving the men a reply. Instantly thoughts of war and innocent people crowded Arianna’s mind. Even though each man was far away, she could feel their emotions and hear their thoughts jumble into her head. They meant it. They would start a war for her, and the people who would suffer were those around her. It would not be a war between everyone, but a war against the people she loved. They would attack both the Randolph and Grace lands where she had grown up and where all the people she loved lived. They would attack the night human Tricity where Turner was from. The only place Arianna had ever found that accepted night humans alongside day humans, a place of peace. Arianna pictured face after face of friends back home she had grown up with. They would all suffer to keep her from marriage. The men were planning destruction. Each man thought he could win a tournament, and they were willing to do anything to get ahold of Arianna. Before either Devin or Andrew could stop her, Arianna appeared before the nine men.
“I issue the challenge,” she said, taking her future into her own hands. “Those that wish to participate must talk now and promise to never again attack dearg-dul, lycan, tengu, or baku held lands.”
The men, old and young alike, eyed her like a steak dinner. She was the prize they all had waited a lifetime for. Eagerly they all agreed, one by one, confirming what Arianna already knew. This was the only way to help her people.
“We will do this the way I want it done,” Arianna continued after they agreed.
‘Ari,’ Devin said, sounding desperate. ‘You don’t have to do this. We can keep you safe.’
‘For how long? A day? A week? Months? And what about war?’ Arianna didn’t look at Devin, knowing that she was disappointing him.
‘They will not act. This is all show. Please, let’s at least try.’ Desperation was beginning to seep out of his cool exterior.
‘This is my future and these are my people,’ Arianna replied, not looking away from the screen. ‘This is my choice.’
“The contest will be held in one month. Wherever I make my appearance on the eighteenth of May will be the location. Your competitor will have to be in the main room by midnight to be considered entered. They may only bring two personal guards with them. Until we meet on the eighteenth, I’ll demand that none of the contestants enter Randolph or Grace territories. Anyone that tries to meet me beforehand will be disqualified.” Everyone nodded. Not a soul would disagree with her at this point.
“Each must state your contestant now.” She looked over at Thomas who began writing things down quickly. Thomas was the one who was best at forming plans. Every plan that Devin had made in the last year, Thomas had looked over before they set it in motion. It was nice to have someone so smart on her side, and with her rash decision, it was necessary if she were to stand a chance.
“But that’s not how we do this,” the oldest of the group, the vrykolakas, complained. “Tradition dictates...”
“This is how I do things. I rule over four clans. I do what I please, how I please,” Arianna tried to sound as haughty as her position required as she interrupted him, but deep down she was nervous that they would all see through the illusion. “If you wish to play my game, you play by my rules. I do believe the family of the one being fought over gets to dictate the rules, do they not?”
“But,” the man continued to complain. “The head of the family will set everything up.”
“And that is what we are doing.” Arianna stared at the man, daring him to say more. He did not.
She waited and found that no one else wanted to add to the conversation. She was breaking tradition, but what they didn’t know was that she didn’t actually know the tradition. So little had been explained. Arianna was doing her best to fake it and get along without anyone turning to war.
Finally the younger blond man spoke. “Rhys McKinny, Sidhe.”
Slowly, the men around the screen realized that it was going to happen in the way that Arianna chose. Each added their name or their son’s name to Thomas’ list. Devin watched it all unfold. He already knew who each man was, and who was likely to be entered. Devin had been dreading this scenario since the first day he met her. Even if Lord Randolph had been around, it would be the same. While Lord Randolph talked about how he would make her marry, he never meant it. His insistence at tradition had driven Arianna’s mother away, and he would have never done the same thing again.
As the last man added his name to the list, Devin stepped out from behind Arianna.
“Devin Alexander,” he said.
‘What are you doing?’ Arianna demanded.
‘Saving you from having to marry someone you don’t even know. If I can survive and beat everyone, you’d be free to marry Andrew,’ Devin explained while staring down the men on the screen.
‘No, you can’t do this. I can’t lose you in this fight,’ Arianna tried to desperately get him to understand her feelings still muddled between him and Andrew. The men all stared in horror at Devin.
‘This is my choice, not yours.’ Devin kissed the top of her head. ‘Let me be your champion.’
‘And if he doesn’t enter, I will,’ Andrew jumped into the conversation.
‘Not yet,’ Devin replied to Andrew. ‘She won’t survive without us for blood. Not yet.’ Andrew nodded in agreement.
“Impossible,” the older vrykolakas said. “None from her own clan can enter.”
“Devin isn’t from my clan,” Arianna replied, fighting back tears. She wouldn’t be dissuading him. 
“He’s Randolph’s left hand man, of course he’s of the dearg-dul clan,” another man added in agreement with the vrykolakas.
“I’m not a dearg-dul, nor will I ever be. I’m a day human and belong only to the day humans,” Devin said to the men.
The second man began laughing. “A day human wants to enter the competition. By all means, be our guest then.”
“Brenton Winter,” Turner added his formal name also to the list so that they would all know exactly who he was. He wouldn’t let Devin take all the glory of protecting her. Turner challenged the men on the screen. He had been dealing with political men like them his whole life. “I’m not a dearg-dul, so there shouldn’t be a problem there.” 



 
 
 
THIRTY-ONE


Arianna stared out the window. The sun was peeking out behind the rain clouds that had finally passed. The train had been moving for over two hours now non-stop. After a day of constant travel to lose the night humans trying to follow her, they ended up on a train. Soon Andrew would take her hand and ask her to jump off the moving train with him. Over a year ago, she would have thought him crazy. Now it seemed like the best plan. Only a few could actually survive such a jump, but for her and Andrew it would be simple. Devin and Turner stayed behind at the cabin to greet Nik when he arrived for his younger brother. Gabriel would be bringing Thomas and Molina to their new location to help train her, Molina for fighting and Thomas for all the rules. While Arianna wanted to do her own thing, she would have to follow the rules. Traditions could be ignored, but the rules could not.
Andrew picked up her hand and laced his fingers between hers. She wanted to lean into him and pull someone of his strength into her, but she could not. A part of her heart broke when Devin chose to enter the challenge rather than help take care of her. He made his choice clear. He gave up. It was no longer a choice between Devin and Andrew because Devin quit. Now Devin and Turner would be away from her for a month. Andrew saw the difference in her.
“He’s doing this for you,” Andrew said quietly, stroking her head and pulling it to his shoulder.
“Running away to be the savior is for me, not for his hero complex?” Arianna was bitter.
“Don’t we all get a bit of hero complex when around you?” Andrew admitted. Arianna finally smiled at him. “You’re the future, and we can all see that.”
How could she explain to Andrew that part of her felt for Devin the way she felt for him?
“If you don’t want me to stay, I can always go and trade places with him,” Andrew honestly offered. “I’m not of your clan either.”
Arianna looked over at him. Andrew was offering to step away. What was it with these men? Why would they walk away rather than stay by her side? Andrew waited, and she could see through his calm exterior. He didn’t want to let her go. In fact, his words were the exact opposite of what he was feeling. Arianna smiled at him. He wasn’t ever going to let her go. Arianna hated to admit it. Devin was right all along. Andrew was what she needed. While she needed to be strong and protect her own clan, she needed someone beside her that would always fight to be there. Andrew would always fight. She could see that now.
“I think Thomas already is calculating that into everything. And no, I want you to stay,” Arianna replied. She already knew that was the truth, but it was the first time admitting it to Andrew. There wasn’t much of a choice. She could’ve asked to stay with Devin, but he would always be closed up; even Devin couldn’t change that. Andrew would always be open with his love. That was the life Arianna wanted. It just hurt to leave Devin behind.
“I was hoping you’d say that.” Andrew trapped her against the wall with his arms on either side of her so that he could kiss her.
“And what if I had said switch with Devin?” Arianna asked, mocking him but actually wondering at the same time.
“What? You’d say no to all of this?” he teased, gesturing to himself. “You couldn’t say switch,” Andrew whispered, leaning in close so that they were now cheek to cheek. Arianna felt his breath on her ear and shivered. He kissed gently down her neck. “I know you love Devin, but you’ve always loved me more.” His smugness filled in around them as he pulled back and smiled at her. 
She huffed at his reply and tried to push him away. It was true, but she didn’t want to admit it. Andrew leaned back down and this time found her lips.
Gabriel opened the cabin door. “Your stop is coming up.” 
Arianna ducked under Andrew’s arms quickly at Gabriel’s entrance, though the old baku didn’t seem to notice them. She nodded and followed her uncle into the hallway. Andrew trailed close behind. Gabriel opened the door of the moving train.
‘Three miles northeast.’ Gabriel directed her with mental pictures of the run. It was still daytime, and the night humans that were sensitive to sun wouldn’t be out yet. ‘Stay along the border of the lands. Just inside the border is the estate. The Wurdulac are very much like you and have a strong compassion for what you’re going through. They will keep you safe.’
‘Wurdulac?’ Arianna asked of the new term. She hadn’t heard that name the day before. They were not one of the thirteen clans coming to greet her in a month.
‘A night human race that’s going extinct due to feeding habits like yours,’ Andrew replied, standing beside her, never letting go of her. ‘They can only feed on those who love them.’
‘So there are more beyond the thirteen?’ Arianna asked both Andrew and Gabriel.
‘Many more, but only the thirteen own land in the Americas,’ Andrew replied.
‘Now, be on your way at the next bend in the tracks,’ Gabriel ordered, giving her one last, brief hug. It was time for her to take over. There was nothing left he could teach her. All he could do was stand back and support her in the role she would have to take. Arianna was the future, just as Andrew had said. It was time for her to realize that. Gabriel was passing the torch to Andrew and hoped the young man would prepare her for the fight of her life, mentally and physically. This wasn’t going to be an easy game to play.
The tracks approached the turn. Arianna didn’t look back. She only looked at Andrew’s hand clasped firmly in her own. He was willing to fight to be beside her. He trusted her. He was her rock. With him, maybe this night human world would be more bearable. Now it was time for her to fight to be free to live her own life. Arianna had one month to prepare to meet her fate. She would either save the night human world or destroy it.
Arianna jumped.
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Arianna Grace looked up from the floor where she lay sprawled on the training mat. Her dark blond, sweat-soaked ponytail was hanging limp. It had been twenty-nine days of endless training, and she still couldn’t fight back well enough to defeat Andrew Lucan, even though he wasn’t even fighting at full power in his baku night human form. She had gained ground in fighting him in day human form, but once they were night humans it was hopeless. Andrew had too much training. Arianna brushed back a chunk of soggy bangs and pushed herself off the floor. Her muscles ached, but she wouldn’t quit. She couldn’t quit. The fate of everyone Arianna knew hung on her ability to win. Strength was the only ally she had at this point, and the only one that would save everyone. She had to get stronger.
“I think it is time to go over everything else one last time with Thomas,” Andrew replied. He was the picture of perfection. His wavy, almost black, shoulder-length hair wasn’t even messed up as he gazed at her with steel gray eyes. He didn’t take any pleasure in beating Arianna. He was probably one of the strongest opponents she would ever face, but even that did not deter her.
“One more time,” Arianna begged. Andrew reluctantly stood back in his starting spot across the room from her. He hadn’t yet even broken a sweat, but Arianna was relentless. Arianna already knew she’d won that argument before he even moved. Little did she know, but her persuasiveness was actually her strongest trait. Andrew could never really say no to her.
“Fine, but after, you promise to go straight to Thomas? No begging Molina next.” Unfortunately, Andrew was already two steps ahead of her.
Arianna grumbled at his suggestion. It was her plan to beg Molina next, but she wasn’t going to admit that. After a month of hapkido, jiu jitsu, jeet kune do, keysi, and street fighting training for eight hours a day between Molina and Andrew, Arianna was getting better. She could now fight in both night and day human form toe-to-toe with Molina. Arianna preferred to fight with Molina, who didn’t have to hold back. Andrew was still much stronger and every fight showed how unequal their abilities still were.
Andrew mockingly bowed to Arianna and waited for her to make the first move. He was anxious to stop her overexertion, but he knew it was best to use her skills against herself rather than attack first. Arianna moved first, and Andrew countered the punch, deflecting her momentum. Arianna regained her footing momentarily, only to find Andrew had a lock on her arm. Instantly he twisted her arms while swiping her feet. Arianna flipped to counter his move but found she exerted too much spin on her flip causing her to grab Andrew’s arm for support. Arianna let him flip her around to lessen the damage as she hit the floor, knowing that in that moment of grabbing Andrew’s arm he gained the upper hand. Andrew rested, pinning her on the floor beneath him.
“Fine,” she mumbled, tapping the floor. The full-grown baku pressing her to the floor made her belly flip, but she wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of not only beating her in less than two minutes, but also making her go weak in her the knees just by his presence. Arianna closed her eyes to not have to look at him as she admitted her defeat.
Andrew smirked and leaned down to kiss her. He already knew his effect on her was the same as hers on him, but he was much more schooled in hiding his thoughts from others. Andrew’s lips gently touched hers. Arianna wanted to pout more but couldn’t. She eagerly returned his kiss, sliding her hands down the chiseled chest that was keeping her pinned to the ground
“Is this a new method of teaching?” Thomas asked from the corner of the room where he had watched Arianna get beat and then turn it into a make-out session on the training floor mats. Most of the fights ended that way these days.
Arianna blushed as Andrew very deliberately stood slowly and pulled her up with him, keeping his hands on her exposed abdomen. Just his touch alone was enough to cause the blushing to escalate to a full-scale red face. Andrew chuckled as his hands skimmed the top of her shorts as she marched over to Thomas and ignored Andrew.
“So, what was the bet this time?” Thomas asked Andrew, trailing Arianna. In all her fighting with Andrew, she had only once actually put a scratch on him. After that, Andrew had beat her every day, though she didn’t give up trying.
“I gave her the day off,” Andrew replied reluctantly, following her, disappointed that Thomas had to be there right now. Andrew wouldn’t mind having a few extra moments alone with Arianna.
Arianna sulked. “No motivation makes me do worse.” She wiped the sweat off her face and retied her ponytail.
“I doubt you need much motivation beyond the joy of actually beating him,” Thomas mumbled as he watched her. Everything about her was perfect from head to toe, yet all he could feel was the intense need to protect her. His attraction to her wasn’t physical like Andrew’s but more of a family bond. Thomas wanted to feel the passion he always saw between them. They were amazing when they were together, either in combat or not.
“Time for a shower first?” Arianna asked, looking down at her sweat-stained sports bra and shorts.
“Always,” Thomas replied. He, like Andrew, was not in the habit of telling her no.
Arianna ducked out of the training room and ran past their hosts on her way to get clean and make it back to Thomas within five minutes. Maxim Moro nodded to her as she passed him a second time. He was the youngest of his clan at twenty-two, and there wouldn’t be another for at least eight years. The cycle would begin again soon to increase the clan members, and he would be expected to contribute. The wurdulac were a dying race, as they could only feed on loved ones. They were always born with pairs in mind, and his mate had been born two years before him, but Maxim was completely captivated by Arianna. She was similar to them in many ways, especially being limited to the blood of only people she loved, but since she came from multiple night humans she had an abundance of people to feed from. Jealously of her freedom kept Maxim around, but more so, he was fascinated by the outsider. The wurdulac did not often allow outsiders to enter their territory, let alone their homes.
Serg Moro, Maxim’s father, followed Arianna as she made her way to the library. He lagged a bit behind. Both father and son watched her intently. They could feel the immense power that came off such a small girl. She did her best to rein in her power, but even before she had taken the five keeper’s blood a month ago, she was never really good at keeping her power to herself. They were as fascinated by Arianna’s personality as they were with the uniqueness that she truly was.
“Surveillance shows eight people around the estate,” Serg said, joining Thomas and Arianna.
“Only eight?” Thomas asked.
“The rest are with Devin and Turner,” Molina replied, entering the room as well. “They assume that if they can’t follow Arianna, they can always follow Devin.”
Arianna took the bottle of water from Andrew as he entered, now fully-cleaned and changed as she was. Andrew sat down beside her and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her into him. Arianna leaned back into his arms to listen to Thomas and Molina talk more with Serg. It was distracting to sit like that, but Arianna knew her time was limited. Soon, they would be surrounded by men trying to win her, and if she couldn’t prove herself to the men, she wouldn’t get any more time with Andrew. Arianna worried that if they failed to win the tournament, Andrew would truly lose it, and against nine powerful night humans, he didn’t stand a chance. Andrew’s hands skimmed down her arms, distracting her from her horrible thoughts.
“It looks like they found tunnels seven and nine last night,” Serg added, watching Arianna’s mood fluctuate.
Thomas rubbed his forehead, ignoring Arianna and Andrew. “So that leaves only tunnel three to leave from?”
“Yes,” Serg replied. Unlike his son, he was not just fascinated by the outsiders. Instead, he felt an overwhelming sense of duty to help this young girl after the visit from her great uncle. Gabriel had showed up on his doorstep only a month ago asking for a favor after years of not seeing each other. In return, he promised the wurdulac a possible cure from their limited feeding. Serg didn’t want to change his clan, but he could tell it was only a matter of time before they would die out. Fewer and fewer children were being born each cycle, and Gabriel offered hope to him. Gabriel assured him that the young, innocent girl sitting before him was the key.
“That makes things a bit harder,” Thomas complained. “I really wanted to have at least two tunnels open so that we would create a distraction.” The wurdulac estate sat above a honeycomb of tunnels. For over a century the wurdulac had used the tunnels to come and go without other clans knowing the exact entrance to their estate. While keeping them isolated from the world, the tunnel system also kept them safe.
Thomas looked at the screen of the computer before him. It would have been nice if all the tunnels were open, but he knew that wasn’t going to happen. The leading clans were all too persistent in their claim of Arianna. If only her guardian Devin had somehow tricked her into marriage before she turned seventeen, this all could have been avoided. Clan law stated an unwed female was up for contest by all clans if unwed by seventeen. Thomas tried to study the screen. Heck, he would have married her to keep her from this fate. Arianna reached over and placed her hand on Thomas’.
“Getting away shouldn’t be a problem,” she tried to reassure him as the worry creases deepened in his forehead while he was pensive. Thomas looked up from the screen and smiled slightly at her.
“I know,” Thomas replied. She was stronger now. They didn’t need tricks to escape, but it didn’t hurt to have several plans.
Andrew had made sure she was completely trained to sneak around. It would be the only skill that could keep her alive when all hell broke out. Thomas tried to plan for every scenario that might happen at the clan tournament, but he was sure nothing would go as planned. Thirteen powerful men, all hungry for her blood, in one location, was not going to lead to anything productive. Thomas’ need to protect her outweighed every other thought for the past month. He was thinking in circles from sundown to sunup. He didn’t have the brawn to fight for her, but he did have the brains. It was just that there were so many unpredictable variables that kept him wondering.
‘We can do this,’ Arianna did her best to reassure Thomas mentally. She could feel the strain pour off him. Arianna leaned back again into Andrew and looked up to his eyes. He felt Thomas’ worry also. She didn’t think this would turn out well either, but she had to be strong for everyone. Each day of training was making her stronger, but they were out of time.
“I can take her out through the lower caves,” Maxim suggested from behind his father. Thomas looked to Maxim hopefully.
“I don’t know if that is a good idea,” Serg replied, considering the offer. “The lower caves are unsafe.” 
Thomas’ hope faded at their new option. The ground beneath the wurdulac tunnels was riddled with caves, but they were considered dangerous even though the night humans had immense strength and skills, caves could be a trap for someone who didn’t know where they were going.
“I know my way through them,” Maxim continued. “I’ve been exploring them since I was ten.”
Thomas typed more while Molina looked on. The grounds were littered with night humans waiting for Arianna to leave. Each person that was tracking her had brought additional men to keep a watch out. Their jumpy figures showed their anxiety as the day was drawing closer. 
“Where does your path end up?” Thomas asked Maxim.
“Move over there,” Maxim pointed to the left of the screen. “I can get through the caves and up at several points, but this would be the closest to your location.”
Thomas zoomed in and smiled. Arianna could walk right under the men waiting outside, and they wouldn’t know the difference. Not a single man was as far out as Maxim could go. In fact, she would be close enough to the tournament estate that it wouldn’t even take over an hour of running to get there. Thomas looked back to the third tunnel. It wouldn’t be long before someone found it. The night humans dotted the countryside, pacing and searching in their quest to find her. Thomas nodded to Maxim.
“How long will it take to get through?” he asked.
“About three hours,” Maxim replied.
“And Andrew will fit through?” Thomas questioned, knowing that Andrew would be in full protection mode from the moment they left the house.
Maxim nodded regretfully. He would rather leave the baku behind, but that was for personal reasons and not safety. With Andrew around, Arianna hadn’t even looked once his direction. Maxim wanted to catch her eye, but Andrew was all consuming. Maxim could see, as everyone else had, that Andrew was Arianna’s mate, but it didn’t mean he liked it or wanted to accept it. Serg placed his hand on Maxim’s shoulder and squeezed lightly. He knew his son was fascinated with Arianna.
“And from there will you need us to get you to the estate?” Serg asked.
“No,” Andrew replied, now looking at the screen as well. “We will be better off, just the two of us. Arianna and I can travel during the daylight hours and not be restricted like the other races.”
“Then we will plan for this to happen tomorrow at eight in the morning that wy you can exit the caves at eleven, burning hours.” Thomas looked over to confirm with Molina. Molina nodded. No one liked leaving Arianna to travel alone, but they all knew that she was safest with Andrew. Arianna nodded to the people around her. She was their hope to change the night human world and that would have to start with this tournament.
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Summary:
Arianna Grace is about to turn seventeen, and her life has been very complicated lately. She is the leader of four clans of night humans: dearg-dul, baku, tengu, and lycan. While the four clans seem to get along better with each other, there is internal conflict on both sides of her family, not to mention the three boys vying for her attention. Devin is set on keeping her safe above all else. Turner’s goal is to make her happy. And Andrew wants her for himself. At some point Arianna will have to choose between them, but first she needs to survive the plots against her.
Edward Lucan is making a chase for the power to lead the baku clans and is playing his cards by using his nephew Andrew to lure Arianna into a trap. Unfortunately for Lucan, Andrew has his own plans. He has spent the last year waiting for Arianna to see him as more than a friend, and he now finds it necessary to make a move for her affection, despite his uncle.
In the dearg-dul estate, Arianna discovers that the ambitious Lord Seeger has been laying his own strategies for power and is slowly poisoning her. After getting away with her grandfather’s murder, he is setting his sights on her. Luckily for Arianna, her team is on to all of the plans and is making their own counter strategies. Will it be enough to keep Arianna safe? Several people close to Arianna have been keeping secrets. If Arianna is to take power and control of the night, she will need to know the truth. Will someone finally tell her what it really means to become the legend everyone is waiting for, before it is too late to turn back?
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