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My past defines who I am by the choices I have made.
My future is defined by being smart enough to learn from those choices.—Ari



Chapter 1
 

Arianna Grace looked up from the floor where she lay sprawled on the training mat. Her dark blond, sweat-soaked ponytail was hanging limply. 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 been through too much training. Arianna brushed back her sweaty 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’s about 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 didn’t 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 in her effort. Arianna already knew she’d won that argument before he even moved. 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 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 it was best to use her skills against herself rather than attack first. Arianna moved, and Andrew countered the punch, deflecting her momentum. Arianna regained her footing momentarily, only to find that Andrew had a lock on her arm. Instantly he twisted her arms while swiping her feet. Arianna flipped to counter his move, but 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, she knew that Andrew had the upper hand the moment she grabbed his arm. 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, nor of 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. He had watched Arianna get beat, and then watched it turn 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. He followed 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 felt 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 before we start?” 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. She needed to 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 to increase the clan members would begin again soon, 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 while his mate had been born two years before him, 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 didn’t often allow outsiders to enter their territory, let alone their homes.
Serge 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 keepers’ 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 her uniqueness.
“Surveillance shows eight people around the estate,” Serge 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. 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 Serge. It was distracting to sit like that, but 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,” Serge added, watching Arianna’s mood fluctuate.
Thomas rubbed his forehead, ignoring Arianna and Andrew. “Then that leaves only tunnel three to leave from?”
“Yes,” Serge replied. Unlike his son, he wasn’t 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. Serge didn’t want to change his clan, but 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 had 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 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, at this point he would have married her to keep her from this fate. Arianna reached over and placed her hand on Thomas’ hand.
“Getting away shouldn’t be a problem,” she tried to reassure him as the worry creases deepened in his forehead. 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.
‘We can do this,’
Arianna tried her best to reassure Thomas mentally. She sensed 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’s a good idea,” Serge 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 because 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 take more than 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, relentless 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, and Andrew was quite a bit bigger than either Arianna or Maxim.
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 in Maxim’s direction. Maxim wanted to catch her eye, but Andrew was all consuming. Maxim observed, as everyone else had, that Andrew was Arianna’s mate, but it didn’t mean he liked it or wanted to accept it. Serge 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?” Serge asked.
“No,” Andrew replied, now looking at the screen as well. “We’ll be better off with 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 way, you can exit the caves at eleven, burning hours.” Thomas looked over to confirm with Molina. She nodded. No one liked not being able to travel with Arianna, 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.
After the travel details had been decided, everyone left Arianna with Thomas to wrap up the tournament specifics. He had already spent weeks drilling in the routine, and it was second nature to Arianna by now, but Thomas was relentless in going over everything to make sure every detail was correct. By the time Arianna couldn’t hold back any more yawns, Thomas was thankfully satisfied. After first a physical workout, and then a mental one, Arianna was more than ready for bed.
“I got it,” Arianna finally said, her voice subdued. “I’ll just greet them with the prepared speech and then wait for you to arrive.” Arianna yawned again.
“Maybe we should do it one more time,” Thomas suggested, not watching her yawn but concentrating on the task at hand. It was his job to make sure she was prepared. He couldn’t do much in a fight, or defend her like Andrew might, but he could make sure every possible outcome was analyzed and that a course of action was plotted.
“No,” Arianna complained. “I got it. Really I do. Welcome to my tournament, yada yada, where you boorish pigs can all fight over me like I’m the last bit of food you will ever see, yada, yada. I got it.” Thomas smiled and nodded. He couldn’t help but hold her to the same standard to which he held himself.
“Fine,” Thomas replied, standing with her. “Go to bed, get some sleep, and tomorrow this all starts.”
Arianna nodded before giving him a quick hug. She missed both Devin, her protector since she had started her life as a night human, and Turner, the best friend that she made along the way. Since they had both entered the tournament, Arianna couldn’t see them until they started the competition. They were the only constant in the night-human world into which she was dropped over a year ago. Right now, she missed them both greatly. It was nice to at least have Thomas around, no matter how stuffy and grown-up he was at times.
“We will be fine,” she said, trying to reassure them both at the same time. “How can we not? I am a legend, remember.” Arianna winked at him as she opened the door. “Legends always win.”
Thomas only nodded, though he didn’t agree. Some were legends because they’d died young. He didn’t want her to be that kind. He sensed, deep down, that she was meant to be the kind that changed the world. He hoped he was right. He smiled and waved her away. Nothing could damper her spirits, no matter how unsure she was. Thomas needed her positive energy right now to get through the next day. Plan as he might, Thomas needed to be ready to change anything at a moment’s notice.
Arianna silently approached her bedroom door. She felt Andrew inside it. Without visually seeing anything she already knew he was lying across the bed, reading. Her senses were almost fully developed, and Andrew was the easiest to feel. She’d grown even closer to him in the past month, and could sense everything about him as if they were her own feelings. Even without seeing him, she pictured every movement as he turned a page. Slowly, she crept through the open door and paused just within the shadow of the doorway. He was a sight to see, lying stretched on his back, propped up on her pillows. He was, of course, as he spent most of his time—shirtless. It was easier to run around shirtless than to be continuously ripping off shirts when he changed into his night human form, not that Arianna minded much. Arianna admired his sculpted form as he relaxed. Day humans would be jealous of his six-pack abs and lean arm and shoulder muscles. He wasn’t bodybuilder bulky, but not skinny either. He was well-formed from years of training. Andrew tucked an arm behind his head while still holding the book with one hand. His perfect pose now showed off not only his abs, but his muscular arms as well. Arianna held in the sigh that wanted to escape from her lips.
While all the men in her life were beyond attractive, all-American Devin, rebel Turner, and even studious Thomas, something about Andrew made him stand out from the others. Arianna wanted to believe it was more than her night-human essence calling for its mate in his essence. It felt deeper than a primal need for each other. Andrew always made her feel safe and cared for. Even at this distance, where they were far enough apart to not feel each other essences, Arianna couldn’t help but to just stand and stare at him. Andrew was all she ever wanted, and if they lost the tournament that might not matter. This tournament changed everything. She agreed to the tournament—a glorified fight for her hand in marriage—only to save her people from war. As she watched Andrew read, she was filled with regret. She could never feel about someone else the way she felt for him. She loved him with every fiber of her being. Arianna hoped Thomas’ plan would work, but if it didn’t, she would be losing the only thing in the world that mattered more to her than her own life: Andrew.
In a blink, Andrew was across the room wiping the tear that had slipped down her face. His thumb gently rubbed her cheek, keeping a few more at bay. While his touch was always tantalizing, she couldn’t enjoy it. Tomorrow was the day her life as she knew it for the past year was truly ending. Even through all the changes, she was finally getting used to her new night human life. Now it would no longer be that way; she would have to stand before thirteen hungry men waiting to devour her. Not a single one knew her for whom she was or loved her in the way that Andrew did. They all wanted the prize of her bloodline. Arianna had kept up a strong front for the full four weeks they had been training, but now it was all becoming more real. She was sure she was going to lose Andrew.
“Hey,” Andrew said in barely a whisper. “You promised, no more tears.”
Arianna sniffled. Yes, she had promised right after they arrived, but she didn’t really mean it. When she knew she was alone in the house, she would let herself cry, just not in front of Andrew.
“Until you turned on the waterworks, I didn’t even know you were here,” Andrew said, trying to cheer her up as he lifted her in his arms to carry her back to the bed.
“Really?” she asked. All her worry flowed away. She couldn’t continue her train of thought about losing him when he held her. Right now he was hers, and felt so much more real than what was waiting.
“Really,” Andrew assured her. He had done his best to train her in stealth. If he didn’t have the connection they had, he really would have lost her. She was almost as good at it as her great uncle Gabriel, the head of the baku night human family and the best at stealth for generations.
Tears still burned in her eyes as Arianna leaned against his bare chest. His heart beat beneath her. The swish of his blood perked her night human appetite, but she kept her craving to herself. Any feeding on Andrew would weaken him, and she needed him at full strength for tomorrow. He was her last chance at freedom if Devin and Turner could not win the tournament.
“Love,” he murmured as she caressed his neck, “you need to feed now.” He moved her up so that she was in perfect position to feed on him.
Waves of anticipation rolled through him as he thought she would feed.
“Not now,” she said, scooting back down into his arms. “I fed earlier today.” It was a lie, but one that was getting easier to tell him.
Andrew nodded and allowed her to cuddle into his arms. He, too, felt the change coming and was anticipating the fight to keep her safe. They would protect her. They had to. She was the one born to change the night human world.



Chapter 2
 

Arianna and Andrew had been following Maxim for over two hours as they twisted and turned through the endless tunnels. Arianna hoped Maxim was right about where they were, because by now she was completely lost. Andrew seemed lost in his thoughts, more than likely mapping their route in case he needed to get them back to the estate. Andrew always seemed to be more on protection mode when around Maxim, as if he sensed the young man’s longing for Arianna.
“This one might be a little tight for the pale giant,” Maxim called ahead of Arianna. Like all night humans, Maxim thought that his own night human form was the most magnificent. Arianna couldn’t deny that he was a sight to see. His refined features set off his dark eyes and even darker hair. He wasn’t grossly exaggerated in any sense and seemed like he could be an underwear model with his perfect body.
Andrew grunted behind her, acknowledging his thoughts of Maxim’s insult of him. Arianna was between the two men, and it had been a long walk of insult trading. Neither seemed to like the other. Arianna reached back mentally to Andrew.
‘Just let him talk,’
Arianna said.
‘We need him to get out of here.’
‘And then I can smash his head in?’
Andrew asked.
‘No.’
Arianna reached forward and took the hand Maxim offered to help her over loose stones.
Even in her night human form, which gave her several inches, Arianna was still short. Halfway over the stones, she was lifted into the air from behind, breaking her contact with Maxim. Andrew ducked to get through the tunnel as he set Arianna down in front of himself, regretfully putting her closer to Maxim again. Maxim smirked back at Andrew and offered his hand again.
‘If he finds any more reasons to touch you, I might have to remove a few appendages,’
Andrew threatened.
Arianna declined Maxim’s extended hand. He looked disappointed. Arianna smiled encouragingly, trying to hurry him along to their destination. She felt his interest just as much as Andrew, but was better at ignoring it.
‘His appendages stay on.’
Arianna used her authority voice, and Andrew sulked. As his leader, he had to obey her orders and this wasn’t one he was happy to follow.
‘The night human brat needs a lesson in manners,’
Andrew replied.
“Watch your head here.” Maxim ushered Arianna forward, putting her in the lead and now he could follow and watch her.
Arianna moved forward until there was space to pass and motioned for Maxim to keep leading. Maxim brushed past her, making contact on his way. Andrew growled a response before Arianna pulled his hand to her waist. Andrew calmed down as she turned to keep walking, but kept closer to him than Maxim.
“How much further?” Andrew asked, getting sick of all the times Maxim had tried to hit on Arianna since they entered the caves.
Maxim didn’t answer but kept leading them along.
‘I think I’ll start with an arm,’
Andrew grumbled to Arianna.
‘You’ll start with nothing,’
Arianna replied. ‘If you’re going to act this way the whole time, then maybe I’ll have to leave you back here with him. I can’t have you ripping off arms of the leaders of the thirteen clans.’
It was a disaster in the making, bringing Andrew along. Time alone had only strengthened their bond and made the whole process of the competition harder for both of them.
“How much further?” Arianna asked the same question.
“We are almost there.” Maxim didn’t try to hide the bit of disappointment in his voice. He kept in the lead as they made a few last turns. Arianna noticed a bit of light in the distance. They neared a small hole framed by green.
“Evergreen shrubs,” Maxim explained. “Keeps the tunnel hidden even in winter.”
“Poisonous?” Arianna asked, looking closer at the leaves as they got near.
“Not to my kind,” Maxim replied. “Who knows if it is to others?” Arianna felt the hope in his words that it might be for Andrew. Andrew reached past Maxim and moved the vines out of the way for Arianna.
“Guess it’s time for you to go back to your cave, troll,” Andrew replied, ushering Arianna out of the cave. Andrew didn’t hesitate to push her outside. He’d been tracking other night human activity since they’d entered the passages, and they were miles away from everyone.
“Andrew,” Arianna scolded.
“I’d say it has been nice knowing you and having you ogle my girl, but it has not,” Andrew replied. “Gabriel will return with payment after we get settled.” Andrew was all business. At least he wasn’t ripping limbs off, yet.
“Thanks for everything. Tell your father thanks,” Arianna said as Andrew reached for her hand and tugged gently. There was nothing wrong with Maxim, as Andrew wanted to believe. He’d been a nice guy the whole time they’d stayed with his family. Maxim’s attempts to hit on her were only halfhearted at best. He had already been promised to a mate in his own clan. Andrew tugged again. Arianna smiled at Maxim, and he nodded back before Arianna turned to begin their run.
Arianna looked over to Andrew as the scenery passed. It had been dark in the caves, though they could both see fine in the dim light, but now in the sunlight she was getting a much better view of him. His hair blew in the wind as did her own light blond hair, which kept smacking her in her face. There was just a bit more grace to Andrew than Arianna, but she was getting better at all of it. In the past month being a night human came easier, since she drank the blood of five different night humans. It had been her choice to become the legend, and physically she didn’t regret her decision. Mentally, it would be much harder now that the clans were all meeting to fight over her.
Andrew’s night human form seemed more of a ghost of him in the bright daylight. Unlike the other night human clans, baku had evolved to be able to withstand daylight. Most did not go outside in their night human form during the day, but Andrew needed to now to run through the forest. It took years of training to be able to hold a night human form in any bit of sunlight. Andrew’s day walking ability had been perfected in the past month, and he was the strongest of the albino-like clan. All baku transformed into a night human with a complete lack of pigment, no matter what they looked like before. Andrew’s normally dark brown, wavy hair was now long and white. His tanned skin was paler than Arianna’s normal coloring. And his eyes had a pink tinge to them. While it was a stark contrast to what she was used to, she found herself admiring his night human form as much as his day human form. He was different, but she knew he was still him. Little details still remained after he transformed. While his hair was white and longer, it still had the slight curl at the ends that was there in his day human form.
‘Getting tired?’
Andrew asked with concern in his thoughts as she dropped behind him a bit.
‘Nope, sorry,’
she replied, focusing on the run and not the perfect form beside her.
‘Just distracted.’
Arianna raced ahead of him a few feet to cover up her red face. Andrew approved of that answer and easily moved beside her to catch a glimpse of her blush.



Chapter 3
 

Arianna busted through the large, ornate, gold-lined doors of the Meyer estate. To call it a country home was a bit of an understatement. Tucked into its own private mountainside just north of her normal estate, the Meyer home took up more than eighteen thousand square feet with fifteen bedrooms, twenty bathrooms, a great hall, and a ballroom. While moving back into elaborate quarters should have felt like home to Arianna, as her own estate was larger, it didn’t. Arianna really missed her aunt and uncle’s small apartment over their family diner more than anything. This was just another large, ornate building that would be used as the setting for her latest drama. It wasn’t a home by any account.
Andrew followed close behind, checking the perimeter for any who had followed them. He extended his senses for miles around and concluded that they actually had escaped without anyone noticing. The competition would work much better if no one showed up. Andrew looked at his watch. They had two hours before the deadline. That was more than enough time for everyone to make it since they were close enough running at full speed, but his life would be easier if they didn’t arrive at all.
Arianna raced by the waiting staff in the entryway and clutched the two men at the end of the line. Her personal guard Nixon grabbed her first and hugged her before Jackson took her and embraced her also. Relief was written all over their faces. They had both made a pledge to her dead grandfather to protect her with their lives, and they had to let her go away without them for a month. They were as happy to see her as she was to see them. Arianna didn’t realize how much she missed her protection team until she saw them there waiting for her. Her two human guards had been at the estate since she had gone into hiding.
“She’ll be here soon,” Arianna whispered to Jackson, already knowing what he wanted to hear. Before they’d left, Jackson had asked to be Molina’s keeper and then they were forced apart. “She misses you a lot and wouldn’t stop talking about you. Are Nelson and Mica here yet?” Arianna looked behind the guards to see no other guards waiting.
“No,” Nixon replied. “Gabriel tried to move them around but couldn’t mask them like us since we’re just day humans.” Arianna nodded and continued to look around. The plans included Devin arriving first since he could be masked being only a day human. Nixon and Jackson were moved second being that they were also day humans. Jackson pulled her into another hug.
“He missed you, too,” Jackson said cryptically for only her to hear. “He’s in the library.”
Arianna stepped back to see if Jackson was teasing or not. He was completely serious. She knew what he meant. Devin had already arrived. Arianna took off down the hallways, twisting and turning to follow the sound of Devin’s beating heart. She had never been to the Meyer estate before, but she didn’t need a map to get to Devin. Andrew followed at a distance, knowing who she was looking for. He had sensed Devin the moment they walked into the main house. Andrew had won Arianna, but there would always be a part of her that wanted to be with Devin.
Arianna made it quickly and silently to the room where Devin was sitting. The door was wide open, and from the hallway she studied him. He was busy working, as always, shuffling papers around. Arianna watched like it was the first time she’d seen him in years. Part of her would always be attached to him, no matter how much she now felt for Andrew. Andrew stood back and didn’t interrupt her time. Devin would always hold a piece of her heart. Andrew just hoped the piece he held was bigger.
Arianna glanced around the book-lined chamber. Walls of books of every color surrounded Devin as he sat on the old-fashioned couch in the middle of the room. He was completely oblivious to the history contained in the old, leather-bound books around him, whose pages were yellowed with age. If Arianna could concentrate on anything else, she would have seen the beauty in the room, but her eyes couldn’t be swayed from Devin.
‘Hello,’
Devin said mentally to Arianna as he continued to read. Even with her new skills, Arianna couldn’t fool Devin. She heard him no matter where he was, but he made sure she knew that he knew she was present also.
“Hi,” she said, cautiously entering the room. Their last time seeing each other, Arianna finally found out why she was drawn to Devin. Her night human dearg-dul form felt Devin was her mate as much as her night human baku form wanted Andrew. Andrew moved back down the hallway to give them privacy. She was safe when she was with Devin.
“You know, you’re breaking the rules,” she said. “I’m not supposed to have any contact with contestants until this all begins.” It was a rule to keep the other constants away, but it backfired when Devin and Turner both entered the competition.
“I thought you arriving made it begin,” Devin replied as she inched closer.
“I guess so.” Arianna wanted more than anything to run over and throw herself into his arms and hug him. She missed him. It wasn’t the same passion she felt with Andrew. Andrew was her lover now. Devin was her family and always would be. He had been her rock for the past year when her life spiraled out of control and she was thrown into her new night human life. Without him, the dearg-dul clan, and her own life, would have fallen apart.
Arianna sat down on the opposite end of the maroon couch and watched Devin as he continued to work. It was safer to keep a distance. A second rule she learned after she left was that she couldn’t touch any of the contestants during the competition. She did not agree with this.
“Everything go okay on the way here?” Devin asked as he read on and signed a few more papers.
“Yep. Not a single person knew we left or followed us. When will Turner arrive?” Arianna asked, gripping the couch pillow to keep her hands to herself. This competition was going to be agony for her with the rules stating that she couldn’t interact with her keepers as she pleased. She couldn’t wait for everyone to arrive and tell them the new rules.
“Turner plans to roll in thirty minutes before the end so that we can get rid of as many of the followers as possible. And Thomas?”
“He should be flying here soon. He was going to wait until the sun was off a little so that he doesn’t get sick from the flight.” Devin was gripping his pen almost as hard as she was gripping the couch. At least he missed her, too. That was a little bit of comfort.
Devin finally looked up. Arianna couldn’t decide which she wanted to do more, cry or smile, as she looked into his all-knowing blue eyes. In reality what she wanted most was to crawl over and climb into his lap and have him tell her this was all a dream. This game for her hand in marriage was becoming both more real and surreal at the same time. Not a single clan cared what she wanted. Only her family cared, and they were powerless to stop what was coming. Breaking the rules, Devin reached over and brushed a lone tear from Arianna’s face.
“I never wanted you to have to do this,” Devin whispered.
‘I wanted you all for myself from the first moment I met you. I’m sorry I was never strong enough to stop this. I’m sorry I cannot protect you like I should. I’m sorry for letting your grandfather down.’
Devin’s fingertip still rested on her face as Arianna replied.
‘My choice Devin. This was my choice.’
She didn’t want to have the contest, but it was her choice to go through with it to protect everyone she loved. By having this competition, her clans avoided all-out war.
‘And my failure. I won’t fail here no matter who shows up,’
Devin promised her.
Arianna smiled slightly before he pulled his hand back. The moment was broken. One ding reverberated through the house signaling that someone waited at the gate.
“The first to arrive,” Devin commented, looking back down at his papers. “You better go welcome them.”
Arianna nodded and stood up to walk past Devin. As she neared, she paused.
‘To hell with rules,’
she told him before leaning down, and catching him by surprise as she hugged him. Arianna wanted to savor the moment but knew that she had to go.
‘I make my own rules.’



Chapter 4
 

Arianna stood just within the doorway of the main house and watched as Jackson approached the first contestant. Beyond the large, wrought-iron gate, a blond-haired, blue-eyed guy stood perfectly still, like stone. He wasn’t alone. Two imposing-looking men hovered just behind him. The blond man was gazing beyond Jackson as he spoke to him, and stared at Arianna. She felt his gaze even a hundred yards away. He was handsome in the perfect-illusion way. His night human form was ever present, even in his day human form. The sidhe night humans had perfected the balance between night and day humans, leading to uniquely perfect-looking beings. The young man nodded to Jackson, and waved away one of his retainers. Arianna tried to decide if those men were twins or not, as the two older, forty-something men looked identical, even down to what they were wearing. The young man confidently approached Arianna.
“Welcome to the games, Rhys McKinny,” Arianna said, attempting to sound cordial, but it was difficult. She was disappointed that anyone had showed up at all. She hoped their planning would lead most of the contestants away, and then it would be easy for her team to win. Thomas assured her that no matter what they did, the leaders of the clan would find her, but Arianna didn’t want to believe it. Rhys was proof that this was going to be a long competition.
Rhys’ retainer moved first, dropped to one knee, picked up her hand, and kissed it. Rhys followed suit and did the same. He lifted his head and peered up at her with his sky-blue eyes. Arianna tried to keep her surprise to herself as she looked down at the perfect-faced man kneeling at her feet. Rhys looked as perfect as a doll. All of his facial features were symmetrical. He stood at least as tall as Gabriel, but was much more lithe. Rhys gracefully stood and waited for Arianna to invite him inside. His shoulders were not as broad as Turner’s, but somehow Arianna knew he would be as much of a force to reckon with as her best friend and lycan, Turner Winter.
Arianna broke her stare from the first arrival and nodded to one of the maids.
“Sirs,” the young girl said, barely above a whisper. “I can show you both to your rooms.”
Arianna turned back to look outside the door. There would be more coming, but she didn’t see any at the moment. Even without turning around Arianna sensed the stare of Rhys’ retainer. The older man watched Arianna as she exited the entryway and turned to go down the opposite hallway. It was creepy to be watched, but she knew that it would be her life while all the men arrived and gawked at her. Arianna easily followed the thread binding her to Andrew and found him waiting in the hall. He wordlessly took her hand and led her to her own rooms.
‘I don’t know if I can do this,’
Arianna said as soon as their hands made contact. Everything about Andrew felt right, and touching his skin calmed her excessively beating heart. Rhys and his retainer made it all more real. She needed to protect her people, but this was going to be the hardest thing she even could imagine doing.
‘Trust that Thomas is right,’
Andrew replied.
‘He would have never let you come here if the odds were not in your favor.’
‘I just hoped that no one would show up.’
Arianna was disappointed. Andrew snaked his hand from hers and around her waist. She needed more comfort.
‘With a prize like you on the line?’
Andrew raised an eyebrow as he opened the doorway.
‘I doubt we’ll be able to keep any of them away.’
Andrew pulled her through a sitting room filled with couches and chairs that faced the roaring fireplace. The side room had a lush king-size bed in the middle of the room. Everything was tinted in deep blues and purples, and they were surrounded with an abundance of luxury textures. Again Arianna began to miss her home. She wanted her old, ratty comforter. That was soothing, not this. This was odd and nothing was natural here. Andrew drew Arianna with him as he sat down on the bed.
‘You look so tired.’
He brushed a few stray hairs off her face.
‘You’re just trying to get me into bed with you,’
she protested, as he pulled her down next to him.
‘And why not?’
Andrew smirked. Arianna playfully batted his arm. Andrew knew how to distract her, and was trying his best to do it.
‘Yes, I am.’
He smiled at her and winked.
‘So that you can get some sleep before this all begins. You need your strength.’
They had traveled the whole daylight hours they normally slept.
‘I need more than strength.’
Arianna snuggled up to his chest and pulled at the buttons on his shirt so that she could touch the smooth skin beneath her hands.
‘I’m going to need some luck, too.’
‘That’s why I’m here,’
Andrew replied as she closed her eyes.
‘I’ll provide all the luck you need.’
‘Mmm hmm,’
Arianna nuzzled close and was immediately to sleep.
* * * * *
Arianna didn’t sleep as long as she wanted, but there was nothing she could do about that. The rest of the competitors had arrived as one large group, chasing the scent of Turner. It was easier to sleep with one strange scent in the house, but when she was bombarded by multiple new people at once, she begrudgingly had to wake up. Her defensive response kicked in the moment they all entered the house. Andrew was beneath her, still awake when she opened her eyes and smiled at him. He had also sensed all the people that arrived. His smile was a little more forced with the strain of everyone in the house. Arianna climbed up so that she was nose to nose with him and softly kissed him without saying a word. Andrew relaxed a little and pulled her closer to him.
Alone time was rare these days. With training and running around, she was only alone with Andrew when she was sleeping. Now adding twenty or more people to the estate, she wouldn’t be alone outside her room. Andrew slid his hands down her arms leaving goose bumps in their wake. Arianna shivered a bit at his touch.
“Um,” a male voiced coughed from the corner of the room. “I’m not sure we have time for that right now.”
Arianna’s head snapped up defensively even though there was only one person that was able to sneak around the house so silently. Gabriel was sitting across the room from the bed. He smiled at Arianna as he looked up from his book. He had been there for a while. Arianna blushed, knowing that her uncle saw her kissing Andrew. Andrew’s hands moved back up her arms over the skin that was still sensitive from a moment ago. Arianna sat up and smacked him. He had known all along that Gabriel was there, and was still tempting her.
“At least I’m glad to see that even asleep you realized the threat of all the extra people in the house,” Gabriel commented as he stood up. Arianna jumped up and hugged her uncle. It had been a month since he dropped her off at the wurdulac estate. Gabriel and his immediate family were her last living relatives.
“Then they are all here now?” she asked into his chest. She already knew the answer but still hoped that her senses were wrong.
“If you mean all your people, then yes. I brought Nixon and Nelson along with Turner and myself. Thomas just arrived.” Arianna pulled back and smiled at the older man. He continued to age. He looked older than the last time she saw him. “If you mean the competitors, there are still two not here yet, and they only have five more minutes. We better get to the meeting room soon. Everyone is waiting in the dining hall, and it is time to greet all your unwanted guests.” Gabriel offered her his arm, and she reluctantly took it. This was no longer something that was going to happen in the future. This was happening now.



Chapter 5
 

Arianna stared at each of the men before her. The oldest was the dragur Jan Larsen, at thirty-two. Arianna cringed inwardly that he had arrived on time. It was bad enough to be forced to marry someone in the room, but someone fifteen years older than her who had already been widowed with children of his own was a stretch. Arianna was thankful that at least none of the leaders over thirty-two had come, just their sons and grandsons. The youngest was Loan Durand at eighteen, only a year older than Arianna. Arianna looked back to the clock hanging above the opened doorway arch leading into the hallway. Two more minutes and the uruku night human, Nate Childs, would be late and disqualified. Everyone waited in anticipation for Arianna to begin talking. She sat still, watching the clock. As the hands converged and struck midnight, Arianna nodded to Thomas who proceeded to close and lock the gate.
Twelve competitors lined up before Arianna with their retainers right behind them. Each man participating was allowed one person on the grounds to watch over the event, and to help care for them. These men ranged even more greatly in age from the youngest, the vrykolakas Nik Katsulas’ younger brother Polo whom Arianna had helped a month ago, to the oldest, Arianna’s great uncle Gabriel who was there as the retainer for both Devin and Turner. It helped to not only have Turner and Devin there, but also Gabriel, his son Patrick, and Patrick’s tengu Ken. Of the twenty-five men in the room at least five were already on Arianna’s side. While not good odds if everyone else ganged up on them, it would work to their favor since everyone else wouldn’t get along. Traditionally, the clans had always fought and were in disagreement on every issue. She could easily see that the lines were still drawn between the men.
“For the duration of the games, there will be strict security—including the need for permission to exit and enter the property. Nate Childs didn’t make it by the appointed time, and thus the first contender is eliminated.” Arianna walked back over as Thomas entered the room. The men all stood and watched Arianna like a piece of meat. Her every movement captivated them.
“He is about two miles out and should be here soon,” Thomas added. “Would you like to greet him or would you like us to take care of it?”
Arianna looked over to Andrew, and he shook his head no. “You will need to take care of it. Please be careful; he won’t react well to being told he is out.”
“I can help if you’d like,” Rhys offered from the end of the line. His retainer didn’t seem to agree, but Rhys didn’t even look back. In typical leader quality, he ignored the person sent there to help him.
“Okay,” Arianna hesitantly agreed. Rhys had to have some motive for being so helpful, but since he offered she wasn’t going to turn down the extra strength.
All the men present were strong. Each man was either the head of their clan or the next in line. Rhys was no exception. He was the current head of the sidhe people, and had been leading them since he was fifteen. Ten years of running his clan had only made him a stronger force to deal with. If he wanted to offer to break the news to another family head, she wouldn’t stop him.
Rhys followed Thomas out the door and to the front gate. Arianna followed them with her senses, but didn’t physically leave the room. She knew what was happening outside as much as any of the other men in the room. She felt the temper flare and the anger behind the muffled words being yelled. She also felt the immediate calm come over the man as his rants faded. Nate dismissed his retainers and followed Thomas and Rhys back into the estate. Thomas knew that if needed they would need the men as hostages. Any competitor eliminated could remain at the competition to watch, but they couldn’t keep their retainer around. Arianna waited for them to return. Nate Childs was alone behind Thomas, and his anger had been calmed. The men in the room were more or less uninterested in the proceedings outside, as they were content to watch Arianna as she waited.
“Now that everyone has returned, I’ll lay out the rules for you and explain how this is going to work. You may choose to proceed by my rules, or you may leave the competition,” Arianna continued.
“This isn’t a position that you can take,” an older retainer complained from behind one of the contestants. Arianna knew who the heads of the family were, but not the retainers. They knew who would be competing, but not who they would bring with them.
‘His grandfather,’
Devin informed her. Devin, of course, knew who everyone was in the room.
Arianna moved over a bit to view the older man. He looked nothing like the man in front of him, and it was hard to believe that he was actually his grandfather. The retainer was old and grayed with pale, blotchy skin. Dark, beady eyes stared at her as he challenged her authority. His ward was light bronze in coloring and only shared a nose shape with his grandfather. Loan Durand stared at her, trying his best to apologize with his gaze. His mix of ethnicity gave his eyes an almost amber color that complimented his caramel-toned skin.
“Actually, yes, I can do this any way I choose,” Arianna replied. She was getting used to old men complaining that she was calling the shots after a year of dealing with her own council of dearg-duls. Not a single one liked to hear her having an opinion.
“These games are to be arranged and held by the head of the family. They make the rules, not the girl being competed for,” the retainer replied. His hawk-like gaze tried to bore his point into her. Arianna didn’t even flinch. He didn’t intimidate her.
“Then we completely agree,” Arianna replied and moved back to sit down. Loan let out a sigh of relief that she wasn’t going to argue with his old-fashioned grandfather. The man caused enough problems for the Loogaroo night human family since Loan’s father replaced the older man.
“So to continue-” Arianna began again.
“No, we don’t agree. Here you go again, telling us what to do. Where is the head of the Randolph family, and why is he not here to oversee this?” the man demanded.
Andrew growled, trying to keep his night human in check at the man’s rudeness. Obliviously the older man was used to getting his way. Arianna was grateful that Andrew was never allowed into the dearg-dul council meetings. She doubted her council would remain intact if she did bring him along.
“You are speaking to the head of the Randolph family,” Devin replied from down the row. He was also sick of how Arianna was treated. They all thought she was a prize, but he couldn’t wait until they finally realized that she could easily crush them into submission with her strength.
“Not possible. Where is Randolph?” the man asked, not even deeming Devin worthy enough to look at.
“I am the current head of the dearg-dul, lycan, baku, and tengu,” Arianna replied, letting a bit of her power break forth as Gabriel did to command the baku into submission. There was only one thing night humans respected; strength. “My grandfather is dead, in case you didn’t get the update. And trust me, if he were alive, I know what his solution would have been to this mockery of clan rules. Not a single one of you would have been left alive.”
Arianna stared from face to face as she talked. Several of the men were cocky enough to think they would have outlived her grandfather had he come looking for them, but the majority knew that Lord Randolph had risen to power based on his own cunning and strength. If he had ordered them dead, they would have been dead. Even the older man knew he was no match for the former Lord Randolph. Lord Randolph was the first to ever control more than one clan when he won the lycan over with favors that brought them more land and power. The night human world was secretive, though, and none beyond her clans had been told of her grandfather’s passing.
“Any more interruptions?” Arianna asked the group. The men all answered with a no. Loan looked relieved to have his grandfather silenced.
“First, welcome to the Meyer estate. Each of you has been assigned a room. Your retainer has been assigned the room across the hallway. There are two main rooms you are allowed to spend time in. First is the room we are standing in, the dining room.” The room had a large fireplace on one side with couches and chairs around it, looking nothing like a dining room. All the dining tables had been pushed against the wall to make room for everyone to stand in one row. “All meals will be served here in a buffet style. Blood is available, so please don’t bother any of my staff. It isn’t their job to feed you. The second room is through any door on the north wall.” Arianna pointed behind her. “That is the training room. Retainers are not allowed in the training room, but can view the proceedings through the one-way mirror on the north wall. All heads of families can likewise use the library for two hours each morning after we finish with the competitions. There has been a desk placed there for each of you along with one for myself.”
“That’s not fair,” Nik Katsulas complained. “What about the rest of us that aren’t the heads of the family yet? They get to spend more time with you, and that’s against the rules. We all are supposed to have equal access to you while the competition is going on.”
Nik was sulking just like the information Arianna had been provided with outlined that he would. As the prodigal son of his family, he was used to getting everything just the way he wanted. Arianna was a little surprised to find all her readings about him correct. She couldn’t picture any nineteen-year-old that still behaved like a spoiled brat, but now she was witnessing it. His younger brother, Polo, stood behind him, sheepishly looking away. Arianna had saved Polo only a month ago from a painful demise—blistering to death in the sun. He seemed to be embarrassed by his brother.
“If you were a head, you would understand. This isn’t spending time. I have work to get done, and I need both the competitor, Devin, and his retainer, Gabriel, to assist me. Unlike you, I’m not here for a game. I still have four clans to run. So either you follow my rules, or you leave.” Nik glared at her until Andrew growled from behind. Arianna reached back and placed a hand on Andrew’s chest. He stopped growling, but not glaring, at the young man. He could easily rip the young Katsulas heir into pieces. Arianna flared her power and everyone quieted down.
“The most important rule throughout the competition is that you may not do harm to any other competitor or any of the staff here in the mansion. You’ll be immediately disqualified, and depending on the harm, you will face judgment in the dearg-dul courts as we are on dearg-dul land and must adhere to all dearg-dul rules.” Not a man defied her as they stared at her. They all nodded in understanding.
“There will be three competitions.” Arianna continued on. “Before each, you will be given a rank from one to fourteen. The number has already been slipped under your bedroom door. The people that rank number one thorough six at the end of the second competition go on to the fighting matches. Whoever wins the most matches, wins the competition. It’s that simple.” It was an unassuming enough contest that Arianna hoped everyone would be lulled into a sense of security, and not see the tricks they had planned. Arianna reached back to take the paper Thomas handed her. “Now to go to your room and find your rank, you must sign this amendment to the clan of thirteen rules.”
“There has been no talk of amendments at any of the recent year’s meetings,” the older man complained again. Arianna had been warned that some like Loan’s grandfather, Harris, would be a pain for her to deal with and he already was proving difficult.
“No, but I refuse to allow this to go any further unless there is change. This amendment states that there will be no age limitation on when a night human must marry. I feel this is too much of a one-sided issue as you only call these meetings when a leading female clan member is unwed by seventeen. I mean, look around this room. Everyone here is over seventeen and unwed; yet where were the competitions for each of you? Yep. Exactly. You only do this when fighting over a female. I want my competition to be the end of this. So I refuse to proceed any further until you all sign.”
Arianna looked from man to man. Most wouldn’t even look back at her. She was speaking the truth, but they all also favored the traditional way. The rule made it possible for these men to try to marry someone powerful outside of their clan. Without the rule, they would actually have to impress a female, rather than just win one physically.
“I already have the signatures of my clans, so Devin, Turner, and Ken, you can proceed back to your rooms to wait for tomorrow’s games to begin. For the first competition, the rules will be explained before breakfast.” Patrick nodded to Gabriel, who moved over and stood behind Arianna as Patrick escorted Devin, Turner, and Ken out of the room. Arianna nodded to Gabriel as she needed his support if things went badly.
“I suppose I’m already out,” Nate said, coming up to the paper to sign.
“While you have been eliminated from the numbers, you may still participate; hoping to impress us so much that you can earn a number,” Arianna replied. They needed to keep all the heads around if they wanted to use them as ransom, which was one of their alternative plans if things got too bad.
“Really?” Nate asked. Arianna nodded.
“You just can’t keep your retainer once you are out of the numbers,” she explained. They wanted only the heads and not the men working for them.
“Then, by all means.” Nate took the pen and signed in his spot on the sheet before leaving the room.
“That makes five clans and four competitors. This isn’t an open offer,” Arianna explained as none of the other men made a move to sign. Arianna watched as Rhys pulled away from his retainer. He bent down and signed the paper, too.
“For my younger sister,” Rhys said to Arianna and his retainer that followed closely behind. They both left the room. Six out of thirteen made her close to half. She needed all of the signatures to amend the rules, but really it would be a winning situation either way. If the clans all signed, then no one would ever have to go through this again. If all the clans didn’t sign, then at least some would be eliminated right now.
Loan followed Rhys as his grandfather trailed in protest, making it seven signatures from the thirteen clans. Arianna made it past the halfway mark and that motivated the rest to follow and reluctantly sign also. After each man signed, he was allowed to leave the room and become an official participant. All thirteen had arrived, with only one eliminated for being late. It was going to be a long competition. Arianna watched them leave until she was left with Thomas, Andrew, and Gabriel.
“Did any notice?” Thomas asked Gabriel. One of the problems that would change their plans was the clans finding out that Andrew was already Arianna’s mate.
“Just Nik, but I’m sure his brother already told him,” Gabriel replied.
“He was staring daggers at me the whole time,” Andrew replied, slipping his arm around Arianna. “Ready for some alone time?” he asked.
“Be safe,” Arianna reached up and kissed her uncle on the cheek. It was his job to make sure Devin, Turner, and Ken all remained safe for the competition. Judging from the sour-looking men she had just met, he had his work cut out for him.



Chapter 6
 

Arianna walked into the dining room the next afternoon to find all the competitors lounging around. They sat around the room with their retainers at various tables. Only her own men were together; the rest were separated into twos, a competitor and their retainer. The world of night humans was even divided when they were all in one room together, except her people. She had changed that. They were all one group now. Arianna wondered at this world she didn’t grow up in. It was so strange to her to find that certain night humans cared about what other types of night humans they associated with. They all drank blood. Wasn’t that enough to have in common to at least get along?
All eyes were glued to her as she entered, and all conversations came to an abrupt stop. Arianna hated to be the center of attention. She had a year to get used to it since she had joined her families at her sixteenth birthday. Although she had a year to get used to it, it was still nerve-racking to have all conversations stop around her whenever she entered a room. She couldn’t help but wonder what each man was thinking about her. She actually had to try to block their thoughts to keep from being embarrassed even further. She really just wanted to go home and melt into the life she once had. That wasn’t possible now, but she wanted it anyway.
‘Good afternoon,’
Devin said in her head, breaking through her nervous pause. As always, he knew when she needed some encouragement. Even a month away did not change that instinct in him.
‘Good afternoon,’
she replied, relaxing a bit. She had missed Devin’s voice and, even if it was just his thoughts, it was better than nothing. Andrew appeared behind her and placed a hand on her back. She drew strength from both of them as she addressed the room full of men for a second time in less than a day.
“We will start today on our first competition: agility, ability, and endurance; after we all get a chance to eat,” Arianna announced as maids began to move into the room and fill the tables lining the wall with food.
“The competition begins now. How long can you go without blood? For the next week, you cannot take any blood. I want to see what sort of night human control you have, and how powerful you are without blood. If you take blood in any form, you’ll be eliminated. Each day we will do different tests, and you’ll get scores. You can use your night human form as much as you want, just make sure you don’t run out of blood.” Arianna walked over to the buffet. That was all she needed to say, and it was better turn her back to the men in order to avoid their stares and eventual questions.
“That’s not fair,” Nik complained from his spot across the room. “That favors the day human.”
“No one said I have to be fair,” Arianna responded, turning back around to answer him. He was actually pouting. What self-respecting nineteen-year-old pouted? “Remember—head of the family here making decisions.” Arianna pointed at herself. She couldn’t help talking to him like he was in grade school, particularly if he was going to act like it. Arianna turned back to the food to keep from laughing in his face. No one said she had to make any of the competition fair.
“What numbers make it through this part of the competition?” Jan asked, standing close by as he was already going through the buffet as well. His night human strength came from blood as much as calories. The draugur night human form depended on blood to do things such as walk through walls, but the increase in size and strength come from calories.
“To be number ten or under,” Arianna replied, moving down the line right after Andrew.
Jan was soft spoken, despite being such a large man. He was already in competition mode. Being the oldest of the group, Arianna expected him to be the most focused, but it just made everything more real. Arianna snuck a few glances at the large, blond-haired man next to her. Jan was older than her by over a decade, but he didn’t look his age. In fact, he didn’t look much older than even the younger competitors. He didn’t openly gawk at her like most of the men, but was focused on filling his plate with food. When they reached for a spoon at the same time, Jan motioned for her to take it and avoided what other men would have used as a good opportunity to touch her
accidentally.
Surprisingly, Jan wasn’t as detestable as she first assumed due to his age; not that she wanted to be with anyone but Andrew, of course.
Arianna walked over to an empty table to sit down to eat. Rhys’ retainer immediately stood and pulled her chair out for her since her hands were full. The retainer bowed his head and waited for her to be seated before moving away. Arianna was a bit surprised by such gentlemanly ways for a night human, even if she had heard that the sidhe night humans valued honor above all else. Andrew sat beside her, and warily watched as Rhys and his retainer joined the line of people getting food.
‘I don’t trust him,’
Andrew complained. In reality Andrew didn’t trust anyone in the room beyond her team.
‘We don’t need to trust them,’
Arianna replied, biting into the heap of pancakes before her.
‘We just need to follow the plan.’
‘I know,’
Andrew replied. The plan included letting things proceed until they got rid of all the retainers.
‘I just hate sitting around here while everyone gawks over you. You are mine and always will be. I will never hand you over to one of these gawking idiots, especially not the vrykolakas brat. He needs to learn a few lessons.’
Arianna smiled up at him as she grabbed a strawberry off his plate.
‘Three weeks is all you have to put up with it,’
Arianna replied. Andrew offered her another one rather than having her go back up to the line and stand near the vultures waiting to get close to her.
‘Thomas has everything worked out to three weeks. Can you do that?’
‘Without stabbing someone?’
Andrew was serious, but Arianna laughed. Several of the men turned to watch her. She was even more captivating when she was around Andrew. A bit of anger slipped through Devin’s mask.
‘What?’
Arianna asked, without looking across the room but focusing on her food. Devin didn’t reply. Arianna already knew what was making him mad. The men who were all at odds were drifting closer to her at the center of the room. She was like a flame to a moth, beautiful, but deadly. Andrew growled as someone set their plate at her table.
“I was hoping to join you,” Rhys said. Arianna placed a hand on Andrew’s leg under the table to calm him down. “Is this seat taken?”
“No,” Arianna replied before glancing down so that she would not smile at any of them accidentally. Her happy thought had nothing to do with the men, but rather the situation.
The men were all vying for the empty spots around her now. All Arianna thought of was the childhood game of musical chairs. Everyone walked around chairs, and when the music stopped, you’d have to sit down. Arianna was trying not to giggle, as it was about to turn into a game of who could snag the last three chairs. Arianna had to hold back from humming to herself, sensing the men around her. Andrew wasn’t as amused, even though he got the gist of what she was thinking.
‘Do you know how hard it is for me to not jump up and rip the throat out of each and every man here?’
Andrew complained as he stabbed at his own pancakes. Having company at their table wasn’t helping his already bitter mood.
‘Three weeks,’
Arianna pleaded, drinking her orange juice to help ease the giggle that was going to come out if the men kept eyeing the empty chairs at the table.
‘Three weeks of hell,’
Andrew muttered and finally began eating instead of just killing his pancakes.
‘And I’m not the only one thinking that.’
Andrew nodded across the room where Devin watched Arianna’s every move and the men circling around her. Devin was almost as close as Andrew to losing it.
“Any hints of what’s to come?” Rhys asked, trying to start a conversation with Arianna and break her away from her silent conversation with Andrew. Andrew wasn’t in a position of power within the baku clan, so very little was known about him by the other men. The most they deduced was that he was her personal guard.
“Any chance you guys could all just go back to where you came from?” Arianna replied, a bit resentfully. Small talk with any of the competitors was going to be hard to handle, even if they were coming off as friendly.
“Ouch,” Rhys pretended to be offended, though he was not. “That’s a bit harsh.”
“Being treated like an object, and not a human, isn’t?” Arianna didn’t really want to get into debating the issue of the competition with anyone. She had already resolved herself to her fate when she agreed to.
“Touché.” Rhys’ retainer leaned over and said something to him, trying to stop his attempts to talk to her.
“Can’t blame a man for trying. By the way, princess,” Rhys added, toning down his words to a whisper just for her. “I’m not here to win you over, just to make a show for my people that I tried. I have no intentions of making a woman marry me when she doesn’t want me.” Rhys was interrupted as his retainer dragged him off to the corner of the room.
Arianna couldn’t help but smile. Rhys wasn’t as bad as she thought. In fact, most of the competitors around the room seemed to be more curious than anything. Arianna sensed it from all of them. Only a few held other emotions than curiosity. It didn’t stop Andrew from fuming over the issue. Arianna knew, along with Andrew, the truth behind the stares was also a deep desire to control her power. The men believed that competing would lead one of them to be the victor to win her, but that wasn’t how it was going to turn out if Arianna had any say in it.



Chapter 7
 

After breakfast, Arianna led the men to the training room without their retainers. She stood waiting as the competitors shuffled in behind her. Andrew stood off to the side with the rest of her security detail, though he wasn’t happy to do so. No one felt safe allowing any type of weapon around Arianna, but now there was a table full of them. Arianna didn’t feel the same increase in unease by having the weapons present, as she knew by looking at each man that they held enough power that they wouldn’t need weapons if they wanted to fight. Weapons were a moot point. Each was the head of their family, or would be soon. They were all powerful night humans.
The men lined the wall as Arianna sat carefully on the table of weapons, between an axe and a pair of daggers. The men were close behind her but taking their time entering. As the last person entered, she stood to face them.
“For the first competition, I need to see how accurate you are with a weapon.” Arianna gestured to the table that was filled with mainly knives but also axes, bow and arrows, and a few weapons she couldn’t name. “The competition was planned to test each of you, looking for the best possible match for me.” Arianna paused. Nothing they tested would even come close to making that one man the best match. Arianna kept her focus on the men, but wanted to look at Andrew. He was her match and always would be.
‘Keep going,’
Thomas urged from one of the walls. He was behind the one way mirror, observing the retainers that were all there watching the training room. They needed more information on the retainers, and Thomas was the best choice to collect it.
‘Ugh,’
Arianna grumbled to Thomas.
‘We need to rewrite some of this. I can’t keep pretending like everyone has a chance when I’d rather die than marry them.’
Arianna closed her eyes and tried her best not to look at Andrew.
‘Look above them while you talk. That way you don’t have to look at them,’
Thomas suggested. He was watching the retainers like a hawk.
‘And what do I do about all the feelings thrown at me every time I mention choosing one of them. It’s an emotional roller coaster. I can’t believe how many of them actually think they are perfect and will win this. They are all a bunch of-,’
Arianna wanted to rant more but Devin coughed, bringing her back to the staring men. She gazed above them and continued her prepared speech. It didn’t help much.
“My clan’s biggest need is to know that whoever is chosen is the best warrior. All competitions will test your strength as a warrior.” Several of the men puffed out their chests with pride. They all viewed themselves as the best warrior. Arianna tried not to laugh. Most of them couldn’t even stand in the same room as Andrew on strength alone. “This first test is to gauge your accuracy.”
Arianna picked up a dagger and tossed it across the room at a target with just a flick of her wrist. She didn’t even look to see where it hit as by now she already knew it would be dead center. Half the men gasped in shock at the accuracy of her throw. Everyone in the room assumed that she was a helpless female, since she had such strong men around her to protect her. Rhys openly clapped for her, and smiled. Arianna quickly bowed to him, as he was the only one, aside from her own clansmen, without his mouth on the floor.
“Get the point?” Arianna asked. “Practice today, and we will compete tomorrow outside. It is worth one third of your points for the first competition.” Arianna gathered the courage to look at the face of each man. They were now eagerly looking at the weapons.
‘Are you sure we should leave them around weapons?’
Arianna asked Thomas. They were not a threat to her, but they might be to each other. She sensed murderous contempt coming off several men aimed for each other.
‘Once you are out of the room, we don’t care who they throw knives at,’
Thomas explained that her safety always came first.
‘Really? Because we are leaving Devin, Turner, and Ken in that room,’
Arianna looked over to Devin. He didn’t seem worried at all.
‘Devin can take care of all three of them.’
Thomas replied.
Arianna left the men standing around in the practice room. Her security team of Molina, Nelson, Nixon, and Jackson all stayed in the room to oversee it. Andrew followed diligently behind her as she stopped at the hallway behind the training room. He was determined to go anywhere she went. The retainers failed to notice her arrival aside from Rhys’ retainer, who stood and offered her his chair. Arianna shook her head as she stood beside her uncle, instead.
‘Everything safe while they were sleeping?’
Arianna asked.
Gabriel did not take his focus away from Devin and Turner in the room in front of them.
‘Yes. We moved them all into one room as planned, and Patrick and I can then take turns watching while they sleep. We won’t let anything happen to them.’
Arianna bent down and hugged the man sitting next to Gabriel. Patrick was her second cousin, and even though he was as old as her own father would be, he was the closest she would ever have to a real cousin. Patrick smiled up at her while Gabriel watched over everyone.
“Good to see you, cousin,” Patrick said.
“And you,” Arianna replied. A couple of the retainers looked over at her and Patrick as they talked. One even seemed surprised to hear the greeting. Relations and party politics were kept very close to home within the night human communities. Most knew only the relationship between the head of the clan and the next in line.
“Ken’s wings are feeling good?” Arianna asked. Just over two months back Arianna had healed Ken beyond what anyone imagined she could do. Ken was a tengu, which was evident when he unfurled his large, black wings, which were normally tucked away just like Thomas. When Ken and Patrick were attacked, more than likely by, or ordered by, someone in the room in front of them, Ken’s wings were ripped from his back. Ken kept his wings outside his body now, but they were tucked close. Arianna couldn’t tell if they were actually functional.
“Yes,” Patrick replied with appreciation. “Never been better.” Arianna sensed around the room of retainers, searching for the one that was listening the most or had an increased heartbeat. One of these men knew who ripped off Ken’s wings. Plan number forty-two was to see who was actually hostile toward Arianna. Whoever attacked Ken and Patrick was considered hostile.
‘The first man on the left, and third man, and Rhys’ McKinny’s retainers are all interested in this conversation,’ Arianna noted for Thomas. He looked to Andrew, who nodded in agreement.
“Glad to hear that. Did you guys fly here, then?” Arianna asked, still talking about Ken’s wings to be certain she was right. She was correct. They easily singled themselves out. She couldn’t be sure on Rhys, though, as his retainer had not stopped staring at her since he arrived.
“Oh yes, Ken was able to fly as fast as I ran. It was good to see that they healed so nicely. It’s as if nothing ever happened,” Patrick emphasized the event one last time before nodded to Arianna.
‘He really is great. We could never repay you. Even coming here isn’t repayment enough. We owe you our lives. Thanks,’
Patrick added for her only to hear. Arianna leaned over and hugged her cousin one last time before leaving with Andrew and Thomas close behind. Thomas had seen what they needed to know for now. Gabriel would keep watch over the retainers for more clues.
Once back in her room, Thomas opened the locked cabinet across from her bed and turned on the multiple TVs inside it. Easily the training area was now in complete view for Arianna to watch over everything that happened while she was gone from the room. Thomas, along with Mori, had rigged the whole house to have video for Arianna’s benefit. While she could listen and feel almost as much as the videos could see, this way made it possible for everyone to watch alongside her.
“Who do we think was responsible for Ken’s wings?” Arianna asked. She had studied all the competitors, but the retainers were the ones to give the most away.
“The closest one was Manuel Vasquez’s retainer, his father Earl Vasquez. And the other was Chet Barret’s retainer. We have two possibilities as to whom he is,” Thomas replied. They were still working on a few of the men to figure out who they were. It wouldn’t take long, as the entire house was bugged. With just a first name to go on, they were still searching for details.
“And Rhys?” Arianna added. Rhys’ retainer had not taken his eyes off of Arianna since he arrived. Something was off about the man, even if Rhys seemed to be completely fine.
“I doubt he was involved,” Andrew replied. He had seen how Rhys and his retainer watched Arianna. “Those two just can’t seem to keep their eyes off you no matter what. He was watching you from the point you entered the room, not just during the conversation with Patrick.”
Arianna smiled over at Andrew as he sulked. He didn’t like having Arianna prance around for all these men. Arianna reached over and took his hand in hers. Warmth spread up his arm. She could tell him a hundred times over not to worry, but it would do no good. Andrew would always worry. Arianna wanted to take his concern away, but the only way that would happen was if the competition was done and she could truly be his. Andrew twined his fingers with hers. That would have to do for now.
Thomas pointed back to the screens distracting them from each other. “Now it’s time for the real show. When the cat is away, the mouse will play.” The men on the screen all were finally gathering the courage to grab a weapon and practice.
Devin walked over to the table with Turner and Ken beside him. No one in the room made to move toward either the tables or the targets down the other side of the hallway while Devin moved. No one wanted to be the first to show their strength or weakness in front of the other men, but more than that, Devin was intimidating. The men all knew who he was, as he had already made a name for himself in the night human world beside Randolph, but none actually believed a day human could be so powerful. Devin led the way back to the target next to the north wall. They would have the best view looking down at the other targets from their vantage point.
“Guess I should go first,” Ken said, shrugging his shoulders. He wasn’t actually the best for competitions, but he had been training alongside Devin and Turner all month to make a good run at it. Ken easily tossed the knife across the distance. It hit the target with a thud and stuck on the edge of the inner ring near the bull’s-eye.
“Is that the best you can do?” teased Turner. Ken could do better, but since he threw off the mark, Turner decided to play along also and throw his off a little. Hitting a target was a piece of cake for them now.
The room silently watched Ken and Turner take turns until they used up the knives they had grabbed. Soon all the men stopped standing around and joined in by grabbing various weapons and choosing targets. Their suspect in the attack on the Grace lands, Manuel Vasquez, took the target right next to the trio. Being that there were less targets then men, Rhys joined Manuel at the target. Manuel did not look pleased to see the sidhe next to him, but he didn’t move either. He had chosen his spot for a reason.
Devin, Turner, and Ken ignored the other competitors. Turner and Ken were actually making a game of not hitting the target exactly. When they had no knives left, Devin walked to the target and retrieved the knives, pulling them out one at a time. Manuel took his first shot and missed the target wide, toward Devin who was gathering the knives. Devin didn’t acknowledge the knife that came fairly close to him as he walked back to Turner and Ken so that they could throw more.
“Vasquez,” Molina said from behind the stout man as he stood to throw a second knife. “If that hits someone, accidentally or not, you will be removed from the competition.”
Manuel glared up at Molina, who actually stood a few inches taller than him in her heeled boots. She looked down at the angry man, waiting for him to protest. He didn’t as he turned and hit the mark on the target perfectly with his next two throws.
Rhys stepped up next and followed suit. All three knives hit the target easily. It wasn’t much to ask any of the night humans present to hit the mark. Arianna made out bits from their minds as they all wondered how she would choose a winner as they made an easy game of it. Rhys retrieved the knives and handed them to Manuel to practice again. Looking around the room, he found Molina scolding another competitor about throwing too close to someone else. Manuel took his chance and threw the blade toward Devin as he collected knives again. The knife flew toward Devin but veered off its course at the last moment, when it hit the original target. No one in the room but Manuel seemed to notice how the knife changed course mid-air.
“Did you see that?” Arianna asked Thomas, who was already standing and talking on his phone to Mori.
“Replay that on screen three,” Thomas asked Mori.
Arianna stood and watched the screen again. The knife was clearly heading toward Devin, but changed course and ran back to the original target. The knife actually changed directions while it was flying in the air, which is physically not possible.
“Impossible,” Arianna said in awe while the screen replayed the throw.
Someone had saved Devin. Devin hadn’t seen it coming, or that was he almost hit. Andrew was watching the current room alongside the replay. Manuel was now fuming and looking around the room for the night human that deflected his perfectly aimed throw. Devin was well guarded, and Manuel would get very few chances to attack the one man that stood between all of them and Arianna. Manuel stopped pacing as he looked at the one-sided mirror, presumably communicating with his retainer. Arianna listened into their conversation by focusing on Manuel. Her new eavesdropping capabilities were about to come in handy.
‘Who could have done that?’
Manuel asked his retainer.
‘I’m not sure who would have even wanted to do that,’
the retainer replied.
‘What the hell are you doing here if you aren’t going to help?’
Manuel growled back.
‘I’ll have to look at the knives later. I should be able to tell from the residue,’
the retainer humbly added.
‘Besides, who would sabotage you is the least of our worries. I think the girl knows we attacked the tengu.’
Manuel’s concentration snapped back down to look around the room and the guards, who were now all watching him.
Arianna returned to the conversation in her own room between Thomas and Andrew.
“It’s got to be Rhys,” Thomas said as they watched the knife veer off course for the fifth time in a row. “Mori, can you go back to when they all came to the tables.” The screen blanked, and the playback began again at the men taking the knives. Rhys followed Manuel to the table, but didn’t take knives of his own. The video sped up, but slowed again as Rhys took the knives.
“We can’t see his face from here,” Arianna commented as Rhys was at the target removing the knives.
“And neither could anyone else,” Thomas guessed. Mori changed the view to what they expected. Rhys’ mouth was moving ever so slightly as he touched each knife.
“It is sidhe magic,” Arianna assumed. She had yet to see what all the night humans could do, but her crash course over the last month taught her the basics about each clan.
“I think we might have an ally,” Thomas said, as the clip played a second time.



Chapter 8
 

Late morning approached as the men finished their training, or for most, their pretend training. At supper they all stood around quietly, contemplating their strategy or silently communicating with their retainers. There were far too many conversations going on at once for Arianna to discern any particular one from the others. Devin had managed to go the whole training session without throwing a single knife, which had all the retainers wondering about him. Devin had made himself into a legend as Randolph’s right-hand man for the past five years. It was only last month that the majority of them found out Devin was only a day human. Now they wanted to see firsthand how a day human would compete with their night human prodigies.
After supper, Arianna joined Devin and Gabriel in the library to go over clan business. While the other clan heads gathered around their own computers to get business done, they all kept a close eye on Arianna. She quickly regretted agreeing to them all sharing a room, they were going to be a distraction.
‘Seeger has been insisting Michael be sent here to watch over everything, and report back to the council,’
Devin said mentally to Arianna, as he scanned more papers and pointed to the email up on his computer screen.
‘And to try to sabotage everyone else?’
Arianna replied. Seeger would not be sending his son here to just watch. That had never been Seeger’s style. Michael Seeger would an even worse distraction than the competitors.
‘I figured that much as well.’
Devin looked up to her. “Yes or no?” The men around the room looked over to Arianna and Devin. Most of the men brought their retainers to help settle business, but none of the retainers spoke out loud to their Lords.
“No, of course not. I don’t need to babysit Michael for him.” Arianna took the computer from him and typed back her own reply.
While Lord Seeger had been much more agreeable now that she might be married off to another clan, he was still not her friend in all of this. She figured his plan was to kill her rather than let another clan claim her. Maybe he would go for disowning her as not being a true dearg-dul if she married someone else. His possibilities were endless, since he was just as ruthless as her grandfather had been, and even more power hungry.
Devin went back to reading through the daily mail. Arianna added her opinion every now and then, but mainly let him do his job. He had been slowly training her on everything, but it bored her enough that she was easily distracted. She wasn’t the only one in the room that was bored. A bored Rhys was doing his best to distract her with funny faces, while his retainer took care of everything for him. He seemed as unneeded as Arianna was. Arianna wandered over to the window to watch the early morning sun as Gabriel was now in conference with Devin over joint issues.
“Not up for politics much?” Rhys asked, leaning against the windowsill so that his back was to the outside and his face to Arianna. This was the first time she was without Andrew, and that seemed to be ideal for every man in the room who were all thinking the same thing. Rhys was just the first to act, and now no one else had a shot.
“Not really,” Arianna replied, looking outside and not at the sidhe night human before her. It wasn’t that he wasn’t nice to look at. He was younger than many of the competitors, and closer to her age than the dragur Lars, but her heart would always belong to Andrew. Now it was like she didn’t even notice anyone else. “You either?”
“Nah, he takes care of most of it.” Rhys nodded to his retainer, who didn’t even notice them talking.
“Where’s your mate?” Rhys asked, glancing around the room.
Startled, Arianna looked up at Rhys. He wasn’t looking at her now, but outside, as she had been. He was as perfect as Arianna imaged a fairy to be. His skin was flawless. A bit pale, but not deathly white. His head was topped with the same corn-colored, blond hair as her own. In fact, even his eyes were the same color blue as hers. Somehow Rhys looked like he was her brother more than some man contending for her hand in marriage.
“My what?” Arianna asked, trying to be sure she heard him correctly.
“Oh, are we not supposed to know?” Rhys asked. He talked now in more hushed tones as the look on her face told him he was correct. “I can tell that the man following you all the time, the dark-haired one, is your mate. Did you not know that?” Rhys was genuinely interested because he had been told that Arianna was actually very new to the night human world.
Arianna shrugged. “He gets even more bored with all this than I do.” Arianna didn’t deny or confirm what Rhys said. Rhys smiled back at her. He didn’t need her to admit what he already detected with his own eyes. Arianna looked back outside, and they stood in silence for a few minutes, both lost in their own thoughts.
“Then is it true what you told me at breakfast?” Arianna whispered as if they were sharing a big secret.
“That I’m not here for you?” Rhys whispered back.
“Yeah,” Arianna replied. She had been thinking about it all day. Could Rhys really be on her side?
“I made a promise to my sister that I would not pursue you romantically. She is going through the same thing right now, being forced to marry before her birthday, and she begged me to not put you through a forced marriage. If I win, you are free to say yes or no. My people are actually divided on the issue. Some would love to have your power, but others would rather stay out of night human politics.” Rhys shrugged, and ran his hand through his hair. All signs were pointing toward him being on her side. He didn’t seem to be lying.
“And you? What do you want?” Arianna asked, still watching out the window at the trees with the birds in them. It was springtime, and everything was coming back to life while Arianna’s own life would drift to an end if this did not work the way she wanted.
“The same as you,” Rhys answered. “Freedom from this cursed system.” Rhys’ retainer finally noticed him missing, and came over to pull him back to his work. Rhys sighed as the man neared with a scowl on his face.
“Sorry for the interruption, my lady,” the retainer said formally before pulling Rhys away. Rhys was obviously getting a mental scolding. Arianna was tempted to listen in, but was distracted as Andrew neared the room.
‘Are you done yet?’
Andrew asked from somewhere outside of the room. Arianna looked into the courtyard outside the window and smiled. He was nearby but not inside the house.
‘I am now,’
Arianna rushed over to Gabriel and Devin. Giving each a kiss on the cheek, she returned to the window and jumped out to the waiting Andrew.
“She can’t just leave,” Loan’s retainer Harris whined. He had been granted access to the library to assist his son remotely, not his grandson who was competing.
“If you didn’t understand the rules of the game before, maybe I can explain them to you,” Devin replied, eager to get on with his work and not have to listen to the old man nitpick. The man glared at Devin but that didn’t stop Devin from continuing.
“Arianna is in charge. She can do whatever she wants.” Devin over-enunciated the second sentence before looking back to his papers. “Now if you’re finished ranting, the rest of us have work to do.”
Arianna didn’t even listen to the bickering because as soon as she touched Andrew’s outstretched hand, she ignored the men grumbling behind her. Andrew and Arianna enjoyed the sunlight that kept most of the competitors inside. Most could do nothing to disturb them as they walked the grounds. It was almost like they were actually free from the stupid life changing game. Arianna strolled through the gardens with Andrew for over an hour as the sun rose and got hotter. She told Andrew exactly what had happened back in the library.
‘Do you actually think Rhys is telling the truth?’
Andrew wondered as they finally walked back to the house. By now everyone was in bed asleep.
‘I really do. There is just something about him. He seems as trapped as I am,’
Arianna replied. Andrew shrugged. He didn’t appreciate all the attention Arianna was getting, but even he noticed that the vibe from Rhys was different. Rhys didn’t eye her with lust, but, rather, admiration.
Andrew reached over and tucked a loose strand of hair behind Arianna’s ear. He had to be careful with his actions while they could be seen by others as they neared the house windows. His role was as her guard. The longer the men didn’t know who he was, the safer both Arianna and Andrew would be.
‘Just remember to play it safe. No matter what side he is on, he can always change his mind, or just be playing with you. The sidhe are very tricky people. They can hide behind their magic, and you’ll never see it coming.’
Andrew had never dealt with the sidhe personally, but he had much more experience in the night human world in general. Arianna was too trusting, and he worried about that.
‘I know,’
Arianna replied. While she sounded like a teen complaining to her parents, she knew exactly where the protective nature came from. Arianna looped her arm in Andrew’s and pulled him back inside.
‘But it’s so much quieter out here,’
Andrew protested.
‘They are all asleep. No one is awake, but I figured outside is so much more exposed than our room,’
Arianna replied, and Andrew easily complied.
As they turned down the hallway to her wing of the manor, Arianna caught the slight beating of a familiar heart. Devin wasn’t in bed with everyone else. He was in the practice hall.
‘Go ahead,’
Andrew replied, stopping outside the door to allow just her inside.
Devin stood at one end of the room. He was already dripping sweat from his workout. He was now onto his accuracy practice, even though it was unneeded. Arianna stopped just inside the doorway and watched him. He tossed knives again and again, hitting all of the targets head on. While all the other night humans slept, Devin practiced. He had always been like that. It was the reason he was better than most night humans. She moved silently across the room, and sat down on the table the held the weapons. Devin was a sight to see as he hit the target again and again with each weapon that he picked up. His years of training showed. She didn’t even know how he got all the knives to fit in such a small spot. Arianna watched closely as a bead of sweat dripped from his forehead, down the side of his face, and along his neck. She saw his pulse beneath the sweat. His beating heart and the blood inside him called to her. She quickly jumped up and ran from the room as silently as she came. It had been three weeks since she last fed. She was thirsty, and Devin, with his day human blood, was too much of a temptation.



Chapter 9
 

Arianna stood outside the Meyer estate with all the competitors on the brisk spring day. She was wrapped in a warm coat, but the men all stood around shirtless, anticipating their need to be able to transform to their night human forms for the competition. The retainers all lined the field behind the competitors. By the end of the competition, this area would be transformed to hold seating areas for hundreds of spectators for the last fights. Now it was just an empty field with targets at one end.
“Since you all had plenty of time to practice yesterday, today we will have the first competition. To test your accuracy, we will be aiming for targets. Accuracy is of great importance when you fight to defend yourself and others,” Arianna started her prepared speech. She avoided looking at Jan, as his style was to overpower with strength more than accuracy. She stifled a laugh halfway through her speech as she felt his confusion by her statement. He could not see the importance of accuracy over strength. He had always won every fight based on strength. Arianna knew the truth was that both were important. “You will be in groups of five to a target. You will get one chance to throw. If you miss the target, there will be no scoring.” All the men nodded. It was easy enough. “It is as simple as this. Stand on that line,” Arianna pointed behind the men. “Aim for that target.” Arianna pointed over one hundred yards away behind her. “And the closest to the bull’s-eye wins. Got it?”
“With or without our night human form?” Rhys asked, tossing a blade around in his hand. The distance didn’t seem to bother him at all, but it did for several of the other competitors who were openly gaping at the targets.
“Either, your choice. Just remember there will be no blood this week, and you don’t know what’s coming next,” Arianna replied.
“And you expect us to hit the bull’s-eye?” Nik asked. As always, he was complaining, and in a sour mood. Arianna hoped his lack in confidence would equate to bad performance. Then she could cross him off the list. Nik Katsulas wasn’t someone that she could ever imagine kissing let alone marrying. He was, overall, a drag to be around. Even his younger brother seemed to not want to be around him.
“Yes, is that a problem?” Arianna asked.
“Do we get a bow and arrow?” Nik replied with his own question before tossing his chocolate colored hair out of his eyes. Nik also had a very high opinion of himself. Rhys was just as good-looking, but at least he had a decent personality to go with his looks.
“Nope. Just throwing,” Arianna answered. She walked back to the line, picked up a knife, and tossed it, hitting the target square on the center. “Anything else?”
“And what about the second person to throw?” Nik tried to get Arianna caught in her own plan.
Andrew walked over, took and knife, and tossed it. The point sunk right next to Arianna’s, making it hard to tell which one was perfect, since both centered on the bull’s-eye. The group collectively gasped, unsure of how to interpret Andrew’s direct throw. He wasn’t even in his night human form.
“Any more questions?” Arianna asked the group, but she was just looking at Nik.
“Don’t you think this is disadvantageous to your day human?” Nik goaded Arianna. Arianna really wanted to walk over and wipe the smirk off Nik’s face.
‘Stop,’
Devin’s voice was loud and clear in Arianna’s mind.
‘Remember, this is all planned. Don’t let him get to you.’
Arianna sighed and counted to ten mentally before turning back to address the men again. “You have already been given numbers and grouped.” Each man was holding a ticket. “I’m assuming you can all count. Start on the right. That is target one, and so on. Once you are there, you can begin. No one move down to remove any of the knives. My team will all calculate and award points based on accuracy. Once you throw, you are free to go back inside as we know which knife belongs to whom, and there will be no second chances.” The men all moved to their spots. Easily all twelve men threw their knives. When they were finished, they all wanted to watch Devin throw, but he had gone first so no one but the men in his group saw.
“This isn’t fair. I didn’t see him throw and neither did my retainer. I can’t believe a day human could hit that target from here,” Nik whined. His attitude was already driving Arianna nuts and she had only had to be around him for twenty-four hours. “In fact, I think he’s cheating. There’s no way a day human hit that target.”
“I can vouch for him,” Rhys said, interrupting Nik’s current rant. “Both myself and my retainer saw him throw.” Rhys was the only one in Devin’s group not from Arianna’s own clan. Nik looked up at him and glared.
“You’d lie just to get her favor, and we can’t trust anyone else in that group,” Nik complained, trying to rile more of the competitors to his side. Manuel seemed eager to join Nik in his rant and moved to stand beside him while nodding in agreement.
‘What can I do to get them to see this?’
Arianna asked Thomas.
‘We can’t have them all getting upset each time Devin competes at their level.’
Devin was far too skilled. This was a problem Thomas had ignored that detail in his planning, since he was used to Devin’s skills and no one in the Randolph or Grace communities would ever question Devin.
Thomas thought for a minute and then replied,
‘You need to make a statement and demonstrate his skills.’
‘We can’t just accidentally stake Nik?’
Nik’s night human form was very vampire-from-the-movies-looking. Just seeing him in his night human form made Arianna want to try and see if a stake would kill him—or maybe shut him up for a few moments.
‘Maybe while he sleeps?’
Thomas laughed and shook his head. Annoying as they got, killing the men gathered would not be a solution to their problem. Arianna disappointedly turned back to address Nik.
‘I’ll be right back. We need a good prop for Devin’s demonstration, and they need to see your complete faith in Devin’s skill to not doubt you in the future.’
Thomas hurried back into the house while she talked to the men.
“Are you questioning my judgment?” Arianna asked, taking on the haughty tone of authority she used to deal with men of power. It was coming easier now, after having dealt with the dearg-dul council for the past year.
“No, just your loyalty,” Nik replied, not as afraid of her as he should be. Nik was more trouble than all of the competitors combined. Arianna was sad to see that in his night human form he hit the target. It would have been easier to have him lose and just send him home.
“Devin could hit that target in his sleep,” Arianna replied, vouching for Devin’s ability. “He’s trained longer than any of you, and was trained by one of the best dearg-dul to come along in centuries, my grandfather James Randolph. This sort of thing isn’t a problem for his ability.”
“I highly doubt that. He is a day human,” Manual added, backing Nik up.
Arianna sighed. After hearing that her grandfather trained Devin, most of the older men stopped arguing, but Nik and Manuel held their ground. Thomas returned and tossed her an apple. She understood what he meant now by demonstration.
“Fine. You really think he somehow cheated?” Arianna said. “You guys are all idiots,” she added under her breath. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but Devin has more accuracy than all of you combined. So if you’d like a demonstration since you all missed his throw, you’ll get one.” Arianna walked down the field and stood by the target. Andrew handed Devin a second knife as Arianna place the apple on her head.
“Wait,” Nik tried to quickly retract his statements once he saw what she was doing.
There was no point competing over her if she was dead. The rest of the clans would all blame him. The men standing around all watched her while Nik began sweating at her actions. His father would kill him if she were hurt on his account. Nik desperately needed to stop her before she let the day human hurt her.
“You can’t let her do that.” Nik hurriedly appealed to Andrew and Gabriel, who were standing together behind Devin. “She will get hurt.”
“You seem to forget,” Devin said, finally addressing the teen who was shorter than him by several inches. “She’s in charge, and we do what she says. Any of you standing around better get that also. She won’t be the silent maiden you lock in a tower. Arianna does as she pleases, when she pleases.”
“Not when she is doing something as stupid as standing there for target practice,” Nik replied. He wasn’t the head of his family, but acted like he was all the same. None of the heads ever had a wife that defied them. This was a completely new concept to the night human men, a woman who had an opinion.
“Nik, you wanted to see him throw. Now you’ll get to,” Arianna replied from down the field. Arianna stared back at Devin, knowing there was nothing to fear. He wouldn’t hit her.
“Stop her,” Nik made one last frantic attempt to convince Gabriel and Andrew. “If you guys love her so much, why do you let her put herself in danger?” Nik was getting anxious. Her death or even injury would be on his hands.
Arianna was tempted to let Nik grovel some more, but the rest were more interested in watching Devin.
“Go ahead,” Arianna indicated to Devin.
Devin nodded and tossed the knife with just a flick of his wrist. Most of the men held their breath as the knife flew down the field to where Arianna was. It flipped around multiple times before the knife hit the apple squarely with a resounding thud. Arianna skipped back down the field, holding the fruit on the knife and eating it like a candy apple.
“Any more questions, or doubts of my judgment?” Arianna asked everyone, trying to rub it in for Nik. He had looked like he was about to pee his pants only moments before, but was now back to his sneering, sulking self. Arianna turned to walk away but stopped. She needed to make a point with these men to stay in charge.
“If anyone questions my decisions, they may be asked to leave the competition. I have agreed to play your stupid, chauvinistic game for my hand in marriage, which really only equates to your right to sleep with me since I know I’ll never love any of you. You have all made me into a glorified whore, so I’m really not in the mood to stand around debating if what I do is fair or not. You chose to be here. If you don’t like my game, then leave.” Arianna glared a challenge at each man. No one flinched or looked away. They all got her point. Arianna turned on her heels, and walked away from the awed and confused men. Her little display of power didn’t frighten them like she hoped, but just enticed them further.
* * * * *
The next morning Arianna ran beside Andrew as Thomas led them around the expansive grounds of the estate to set the course for the next competition. She was trying to ignore the way Andrew tempted her as he ran beside her so that she could concentrate more on following Thomas, but it was hard to do. They were plotting the course that the men would follow later that night for the endurance test portion of the first round. It was just before noon, and Arianna kept getting distracted by the sunlight glistening off Andrew’s day human skin. Even in this form, there was something not quite day human about him. Like her, Andrew was too powerful to keep his night human form completely suppressed. Certain qualities would come through even if he didn’t fully transform. Andrew gave her a sly smile as he caught her looking for at least the tenth time since they began their run.
‘Do you need something, princess?’
Andrew always called her “princess” when he wanted to get her riled up.
Arianna pouted, and ran a few steps ahead of him. She distracted herself by watching the border around the estate. Outside there were already some groups of night humans milling about beyond the fence. Only those that could be in the sun were out now, so the majority of people were in their tents, either asleep or waiting to come out. Arianna wondered if the men inside the house had called their own people to come, or if the people were just drawn to the huge concentration of power coming from the main house.
Thomas veered left as he placed another marker for the course. Andrew reached up with little more than a jump and tapped it into place. They worked as a coordinated team, setting the markers for the contestants.
‘Why do you have to be so perfect?’
Arianna asked. It actually would have been easier to marry one of the guys in the house if she wasn’t so drawn to Andrew.
‘I don’t think my uncle thinks I’m perfect,’
Andrew replied, trying to lighten the serious mood Arianna was creating.
‘You know what I mean,’
Arianna complained with another pout. Thomas laid a marker, and Andrew again pounded it in.
‘When you find your other half, it doesn’t matter what they do. They seem perfect all the time,’
Andrew explained. He knew exactly what she was looking for.
‘Really, I’m not perfect. I seem perfect in your eyes, just as you are in mine. We will always see each other as perfect.’
Arianna smiled as she ran a bit ahead of him. She didn’t want him to catch her smiling at his words. It made sense, but at the same time the idea that he would always view her as perfect made her happy beyond belief.
Andrew reached out and brushed his fingers against the ends of her hair, which were fluttering in the wind. He reached for her, and she stepped just out of his grasp. She stuck her tongue out at him before taking a further lead, running back to the house. She was teasing him again, and he wanted to give chase more than anything. She could out run him, but he knew how to corner her if needed. He had way more experience than she did, and knew tricks to enhance his strength to come close to matching hers. Andrew slowed as he passed the last marker. He wanted to just reach out and take her into his arms, but he had to be careful around all the eyes that watched from inside the training room. No one stood at the window, but every set of eyes was on her. Arianna waited in the open doorway for Andrew and Thomas to catch up.
After they had showered and dressed again, Arianna, with Andrew and Thomas right behind her, joined the men waiting for the next competition. They followed her outside, and she stood on the grounds facing them and their retainers. The competitors all were beginning to look a bit anxious from lack of blood and a few of the retainers looked worried for them all. Arianna and her team were hoping to lose one or two due to blood control. These men were all used to having people at their disposal to take blood from. None had ever had to go without.
“This is both your agility and endurance test today. Your score will be combined with the scores from the previous test to give everyone a new ranking.” The retainers all began communicating with their competitors. They only had to make it through this one last test before they got blood. Most of them seemed relieved at that thought.
“There is a course I just ran out on the grounds. I covered eighteen miles. Along the way, forty-seven of these were placed.” Arianna held up a small brown button shaped device. “You must go the eighteen miles, touch each button in order, and get back here quick as possible. Buttons touched out of order won’t count. You are timed overall and between buttons. To make this a bit fairer, you won’t all go at once and try to find the buttons together. We will be starting you each at various intervals and recording your individual time. Basically the fastest time wins. Any questions?” The men all looked to her. It was a simple enough request. The brown buttons were easy to distinguish with night human senses.
“Since someone is bound to protest that it’s not fair to have you run a course to close to daylight hours, Devin will go first. Go ahead,” Arianna told Devin. He nodded and began a swift jog, following the exact trail Arianna took.
“How is that fair?” Nik protested. It was getting harder to control her anger around him. There was no way she would ever marry Nik. She’d kill him before the wedding, the way he was going. “You probably told him the course already. Are you going to tell the rest of us?”
“Nope,” Arianna answered, not elaborating whether what Nik said was true or not. “Turner, you can leave now too since the sun isn’t a problem for you.” Turner took off, not too far behind Devin who just went out of sight. Arianna needed them to run together for Devin’s protection. His display of ability at the knife throwing had made him a target of the jealous night humans who thought he would be easy to beat. “Everyone else can head back inside. We plan to keep you at least an hour apart.”
“But, but,” sputtered Nik, trying to complain more.
“But nothing,” Arianna walked away with most of the men right behind her. She paused as she noticed a few remained, staring off at the course. She added. “If any of the competitors touch another competitor in the course, they will be disqualified. I want to see individual strengths, not how you can sabotage each other. I have cameras throughout the path watching everyone. So think twice before you do something to the course or each other.” All planning immediately stopped.
Arianna returned inside to get the meal she missed earlier on her run. Throughout the afternoon, she sent person after person out on the course. When the ending people noticed Devin return after only a few hours, they all began to worry and changed into night human form for the run. Their day human forms couldn’t run the course like he could. Even in night human form, a few would have trouble running and tracking in the time Devin did it. They all were ready to use up their blood since the first leg of the competition was almost over. Little did they know, they’d have to wait more than just for the last runner to come back. Arianna wondered if they could handle going a few more days without blood as she wasn’t going to tally scores until then.
To finish the course, Ken was sent last. He finished before the three all sent before him. Ken passed Manuel, Jan, and Nik as he swooped around the course. They had purposely had Thomas fly the course so that it would be accessible to Ken as well. Nik jogged through the finish line behind Ken and immediately started to whine.
“You said we had to run the course. He should be disqualified because he flew it.” Nik didn’t need to catch his breath as after he passed Jan; his time would be good enough to move on to the next round and so he had slowed down for the rest of the run. Nik wasn’t one to overexert himself without reason.
“I never said you had to run it, I said go around the course. There is a difference. Maybe everyone should listen as well as Ken did. I’ll need three days to sort this all out, so you are all free to do whatever you like for the next three days. Just don’t leave the grounds or interact with the outsiders gathering around the estate.” Arianna turned on her heels and left Nik standing there, preparing to fuss more. The rest of the men stared in shock. They had not expected to go three more days without blood.
“Three more days,” Nik complained as she walked away. Arianna didn’t even turn to acknowledge that he had spoken.
‘I wish there was a way to shut that kid up,’
Arianna remarked to Andrew as she walked back inside and down her own hallway. Three days without the masses was fine by her as she planned to stay in her room and only go to the library when Devin needed her for clan business.



Chapter 10
 

Three days passed too quickly. By her choice, Arianna had not left her room or seen the other competitors as the time passed. Devin and Gabriel took care of all the clan business, and between Gabriel and Patrick, Devin, Turner, and Ken were all safe. Arianna didn’t even need to check on them, even though she did several times with her monitors set around the estate.
Each afternoon she woke and watched the men as they entered the dining hall. Only a few were as chipper as when they arrived. Rhys and Loan didn’t seem to mind going without blood, but Manuel was getting really jumpy. He was watching every human as they entered to cater the meals like they were the last day humans alive. When there were no day humans around, Arianna even caught him stealing glances at Molina. Arianna really wanted to see him try that. Molina may not have been a pureblood dearg-dul, but she was quite strong and very well trained. Manuel didn’t stand a chance if he attacked her.
Distracting as the men were, Andrew was even more of a distraction. Thankfully, Thomas was around most of the time, going over the plan for the next contest. Andrew stole what time was left.
After the second day ended, and still no one had bitten anyone else, Andrew’s hopes of more contestants being eliminated were slowly fading. He would not be giving Arianna up without a fight, but he knew exactly what that meant. The clans would unite against Arianna if he didn’t rightfully win her. It was growing harder to stay in control and let things work out the way Thomas planned, but Andrew couldn’t even think about Arianna ending up with another man without wanting to punch something.
On the final morning, Arianna reluctantly went to join the competitors. She had known who would be eliminated for the current round after the last person had come back from the run, but even she’d been hoping that someone would break and either attack, or sneak blood from, a day human at the estate. She was only planning to let two go for this round, but wouldn’t mind getting rid of the more violent ones that couldn’t control themselves.
Each clan kept mostly to themselves; so while they had intel on the other clans, there was no way of confirming their exact skills. Arianna needed to keep them around to have a display of their night human skills. They would never be able to win against everyone unless she knew what they were capable of and what their best skills were. It was also a chance for Devin to check everything he knew about the opponents, as the last test would be one-on-one fights. Devin’s greatest strength came from his knowledge, and the training that used his knowledge to make him not the better, but the smarter fighter. Devin was trained far beyond any of them, even those twice his age. Arianna was depending on that to keep her freedom, and from having to marry any of the other competitors.
Arianna arrived first and made sure that everyone in the room serving the group was a day human. Every worker there knew exactly what the danger was to be around hungry night humans, but they were all loyal to Arianna. None of them wanted these men to move into the Randolph estate and become their new leader. Some of the younger girls even purposely left buttons undone on the tops of their dresses. Arianna’s own thirst was becoming more of an issue, but she refused to admit it to anyone. She had been without blood for weeks before they even arrived. It wasn’t ideal, but she couldn’t risk Andrew’s strength for her own. At least no one beyond Andrew sitting next to her smelled anywhere near edible.
Arianna sat at a table alone with Andrew and watched each competitor as they arrived. Rhys arrived first. It was as if he knew exactly where Arianna was, and knew when to show up to see her before everyone else. He gave a small nod before filling his plate beside his retainer. His retainer also nodded to Arianna before they found their own table. One by one the other men arrived. Manuel was the last and obviously suffering the most. As he passed each young girl, he visibly paused to refrain from following his instincts.
‘He is going to attack someone,’
Molina commented, closely tailing him.
‘And when he does, he’s out,’
Arianna replied while nodding to Andrew. Andrew stood and joined Molina. They figured someone attacking was inevitable, but they didn’t want them to actually kill any of their staff.
Arianna ate deliberately slow. Most of the men finished before she did and just sat around waiting with their retainers. Arianna stretched and slowly began to walk to the training room. Manuel still had not tried anything. Nelson and Nixon flanked her sides as she walked away, leaving Andrew to exit the room last. As they all filed into the training room, the men lined up and waited for her to speak. Again she waited. All eyes were on her as she watched the door for Andrew, who entered last while holding Manuel. All the men abruptly turned to watch Andrew walk into the room. Manuel had tried to bite someone as soon as the rest of the people were out of the room. He had been careless and didn’t even notice Andrew staying behind.
“Disqualified,” Andrew stated to the men who all wanted to question, but didn’t know what to do. Molina followed behind Andrew, helping a young maid who was applying pressure to her arm. Molina lifted the girl’s arm to show teeth marks. No one disputed it.
Several competitors were almost at the same point, and transformed at the scent of the human blood. Luckily, they restrained themselves. The fresh blood made everyone in the room hungry, and so Molina swiftly escorted the girl out of the room. Manuel’s retainer came from the next room to help restrain him as they waited for Arianna to talk.
“If you are continuing to the next competition, you will find a number in your room,” Arianna replied. “Those without a number are no longer in the running. I’ll give Manuel and those without a number the same offer I gave to Nate Childs. You may stay and watch the competition and even compete without a number in hopes that you can redeem yourself into the top six for the last competition, or you may leave. If you stay, you are to go by the same rules as everyone else.”
“Ahh,” Manuel yelled, raging while running toward Arianna. “If I can’t have her-” he started but didn’t get even within feet of her.
Devin and Andrew simultaneously stepped forward and stopped him. Manuel tried to shift into his catlike night human form, but was stopped. His claws swiped across Devin and Andrew, standing between Manuel and Arianna, but neither gave an inch. Next to Arianna, Turner responded by turning into his lycan form, which was just as deadly as Manuel’s cat shape. Rhys was the only competitor that moved who wasn’t one of Arianna’s men. He stepped silently in front of Arianna to be the last wall between her and the crazy brujo, who was trying to spew out hexes while transforming. Arianna’s men subdued Manuel until he was restrained by his now-injured retainer, whom he lashed out at first before Arianna’s team restrained him.
“Remove him to his room and get him fed,” Molina ordered, and several of Arianna’s guards and men moved in to escort the furious Manuel to confinement. He was fine while fed, but not when he wasn’t fed.
Molina nodded to Arianna, whose own focus was now blurring. She had gone too long without blood both before, and now during the competition. She had hoped to last until they ended the contest since they only planned to take two and a half weeks, but Devin had been cut during the fight. He wasn’t injured badly, but the scent of his blood was pushing Arianna’s limits of control. He had been her blood source for a year and the scent was way too familiar. Sleeping next to Andrew was hard enough, but the fresh blood wasn’t something she could handle at this point.
Arianna held her breath as she closed her eyes to count to ten in order to get her night human under control. “We will be taking the week off.” She needed alone time with her keepers. She couldn’t deny the feeling within her much longer. Blood drove the night human race to do extraordinary things, but it also prompted them to kill if they didn’t maintain their blood supply. Arianna didn’t want to be a killer.
‘What’s going on?’
Thomas asked about the deviation from their plans. Only Andrew knew why she was changing things. He saw it across her face as she still held her eyes shut.
‘Ari,’
Andrew tried to calm her; but his voice, even just in her head, added to her desire.
“You may all leave the grounds. Be back by this time next week, and we will continue with the next challenge.” Arianna let her breath out slowly after turning to face the windows, trying to get the men to understand they were dismissed. No one moved. They all sensed something was happening with her.
“Ari,” Devin said quietly, and all the men watched as she turned back to face them, fully transformed. She had little control left as she stalked across the room to Devin. He didn’t fear her as she drew close enough to touch him. He stood his ground and watched her.
‘Sorry,’
she whispered to Devin as she lost control and lunged at him. In an instant, Turner stuck his arm in front of Arianna and she bit down, drawing blood.



Chapter 11
 

Since her night human abilities had decreased over the weeks from lack of blood, the sounds she heard now were louder than she remembered. Gabriel was across the room with Turner, and from the smell of things, changing the blood in his IV. Arianna lightly touched the surface beneath her head. She was lying on something warm and possibly human. From the feel of it, it wasn’t Andrew. Andrew’s strength was in his broad shoulders, this person’s strength was in his core. Arianna felt a defined six-pack. She lifted her head slightly but kept her eyes closed as she examined the world around her with her senses. Instantly it came to her; this was Devin, and she’d attacked him yesterday. Arianna’s eyes snapped open to gaze at Devin lying in the bed beside her.
Gabriel shuffled back to his seat, not nosily, but not his usual silent self either. He was making sure Arianna knew he was there so as not to scare her when she opened her eyes.
‘What did I do?’
Arianna asked Gabriel, looking across the room to him. Several empty packs of blood were beside the sleeping Turner. More bags were by the fireplace, waiting for a fire to be lit.
‘How long?’
Gabriel asked in reply. He didn’t move from his chair, but sat across the room watching her
‘Did I hurt them?’
Arianna looked down at Devin who looked to be peacefully sleeping, but he never slept peacefully. He was always on alert.
‘No, you stopped with both before you hurt them. That’s why they don’t fear you. You cannot hurt them,’
Gabriel replied, actually sighing in her mind.
‘Now how long did you go without feeding?’
‘Mmm,’
Arianna had to mentally count in her mind.
Arianna wasn’t sure if she should tell Gabriel the truth. He would be disappointed with her. Controlling her need for blood was one of the lessons he demanded she understand before he ever trusted to leave her alone with just the dearg-dul estate. Arianna peeked across the room at Gabriel, who sat waiting. He was not one you lied to.
‘We’ve been here a week, so that would be just over three weeks.’
Arianna waited for him to reply. Shock filled Gabriel’s face.
“Three weeks?” Gabriel was shocked and angry at the same time. Andrew instantly appeared in the room.
‘Three weeks?’
Andrew asked, kneeling beside the bed to untangle Arianna from Devin. He wrapped her arms around his neck as he pulled her legs into his arms to cradle her and be able to pick her up. She was not completely awake yet and able to walk on her own.
Arianna would not meet the eyes of either her uncle or Andrew.
‘Yes, three weeks. We were sparring right after I drank blood from you. I was able to scratch you and draw blood. I realized that you were slower that day and knew that my taking your blood affected you. I didn’t want to put you in danger, especially since we would be surrounded by men who would love to do more than just rip you apart. I couldn’t make you weak. I’m sorry,’
Arianna looked up and directed her apology to the two sleeping men in the room also.
‘Ahh,’
Andrew replied, easily cradling her in his arms. “I’m taking her back to her room to feed more,” Andrew told Gabriel. Arianna tucked her head into Andrew’s chest and ignored the increased sounds and scents around her as he marched her back to her room. Curiously, as they neared the end of the competitors wing Arianna sensed there were still one other night humans in one of the rooms.
‘Someone stayed?’
Arianna asked.
‘Yes, Rhys refused to leave with you like you were,’
Andrew replied.
‘I doubt he isn’t interested in you like he says. His retainer left, but he stayed. That guy may say he wants you to be free, but I caught him staring at you all the time. Even his retainer was eyeing you up like you were the prize to win. I’m sure their whole ‘I want to help you’ is just to win your trust.’
Andrew opened the door to her suite with one hand and walked her through the sitting room to her bed. Arianna held her breath, waiting for him to explode about what she had done. It was dangerous for any of them to go without blood, but even more so for a powerful night human to do so.
“Okay, first off.” Andrew set her down nicely and began to pace. He wasn’t actually mad. He was more concerned than anything. “Never do that again. Night humans cannot go without blood, ever. Got that? You need to feed. That’s why I’m here. You can feed on me any time you wish. Please don’t be afraid to.” Arianna stared at the lacy pillows that were still tossed on the floor. It would have been easier if he were mad. Now she didn’t know how to respond.
“Second,” Andrew continued, but stopped his pacing to kneel between Arianna’s legs so that she was forced to look at him. “Your drinking my blood doesn’t, in any shape or form, affect my abilities. I either feed more before or after feeding you, so it is just the same in the long run. Unlike you, I can feed on any type of blood and there isn’t any limitation to how much. The day you actually got me while we sparred had nothing to do with blood but more to do with you.”
“Even I know I’m not that good yet,” Arianna complained. It was true, even if she didn’t like to hear it said out loud. Andrew’s fighting abilities were amazing. She needed more than a month to compete on equal grounds with him.
Andrew shook his head in frustration. She was better than she gave herself credit for. “Do you know how sexy you are in just a sports bra and little shorts?” Arianna’s cheeks were flaming red now. She hadn’t considered what she wore was the reason Andrew hesitated.
“But I wore that every time I trained,” she countered, wanting him to admit it was the blood taking instead.
“And every time I trained I had it under control,” Andrew replied. “Except for that one day. Maxim had been more persistently trying to draw your attention, and had made extra comments to me about how good you looked. Yes, I could see how good you looked. And the more he talked, the more I thought about you and not the fight that was going on. And he was there trying to get your attention.”
“So I got you because you were distracted by my body?” Arianna finally started to believe him.
“Yes.” Andrew let out a loud sigh as he pushed her back on the bed and climbed next to her while removing his own shirt. “I’m always distracted by you. Luckily I’ve had years of training to ignore my more primal night human side, and I can function normally. But you always bring this out in me.”
Arianna was thinking of a reply, but was stopped as he pushed her shirt up and began to lightly kiss her now-exposed stomach. He shifted up to her neck and kissed her more. Arianna giggled at his light-as-a-butterfly touch on her skin. Every touch now was magnified ten times from the blood she had taken. Arianna threaded her fingers through Andrew’s dark wavy hair as his lips met her own. Andrew’s feelings and her own merged, and she experienced everything in the room with crystal clarity. She pulled him closer. They weren’t even in their night human forms, when they typically couldn’t keep their hands off each other. The pull of Andrew’s love was greater than ever. There was no way she would marry one of those other men. She only ever wanted to be in the arms of the man holding her now. Andrew sighed and flipped to his back beside Arianna.
“I need to catch my breath,” Andrew said, but that was code for things were done. Andrew refused to let things progress too far in case their plan failed and she was forced to marry one of the competitors. Andrew planned just as much as Thomas did.
“What if I don’t want you to catch your breath?” Arianna countered, lying on her side beside him.
“Don’t tempt me.” Andrew instantly turned and pinned Arianna to the bed. She was more tempting than ever now that the competitors were gone and they were truly back to being alone.
“Should I tempt your baku instead?” Arianna asked, changing into her night human form. Andrew’s grip weakened. Her night human form was irresistible. Andrew remained day human and let her overpower him so that she straddled him on the bed. Her night human form flickered but remained.
“You didn’t take enough blood,” Andrew coaxed, relieved that he had won this fight of wills. He wasn’t going to be able to say no to her for too much longer. She was everything he ever wanted.
Arianna sighed. Andrew was right and she knew it. All her enhanced senses faded slightly. She had gone too long without blood and not taken enough from Turner and Devin. Andrew turned his head slightly, giving her complete access to his neck. Arianna hesitated. She didn’t want to affect Andrew’s strength again, but she wanted to believe that his strength decline during training had as much to do with her as it did her feeding. Andrew smiled, sensing that he won this argument. Arianna leaned down and kissed his neck gently before biting down.



Chapter 12
 

Two days later, after sleeping off the large amount of blood she had taken from three different people, Arianna sat beside Andrew in the empty dining hall for dinner. She had been missing home quite a bit lately and would give anything to have a meal cooked by Captain Lou, the head chef in her aunt and uncle’s diner. It had been a few nice, quiet days without the competitors. Rhys had stayed behind, but she had yet to see him. She was essentially alone with her own family. Devin and Turner entered the room, joking like normal. It had only taken a day for them both to recover, but Arianna wasn’t recovering quite as well. Her power continued to fluctuate as much as it did when she had only partially turned a year ago.
Devin sat down across from Arianna and examined her as he talked with Turner. He was analyzing every part of Arianna as he always did. He’d been studying her for years and now he felt that he needed to look closer since he missed the fact that she wasn’t feeding.
“And then my brother was completely soaked,” Turner explained. “And of course it was my fault, but how could he blame me without admitting that he was the cause.” Turner laughed as he ended his story abruptly, realizing that Rhys was entering the dining room. Rhys sat alone by the windows on the other side of the room.
‘Ari, you need to feed more,’
Devin said to her only.
‘I can tell you aren’t doing it again.’
‘I am,’
Arianna complained.
‘I’m just a bit off. I think I went too long between feedings. Yes, I get it. You can stop scolding now. I think I am just getting sick or something.’
‘Not possible. After drinking the five’s blood last month, you can’t get sick,’
Devin reminded her of the mess that started everything. Arianna was the night human of legend and to be so needed the blood of five different night human keepers. With the five’s blood, she would never get sick and would become the most powerful night human ever. Unfortunately, she now doubted that legend since she did kind of feel sick and was nowhere close to being able to save everyone by being all-powerful.
‘Why do you keep refusing? Can’t you see Turner and I are fine? Stop being a martyr.’
Devin brought her attention back to their conversation.
‘I am feeding,’
she insisted. Devin was good at lecturing, but she was telling him the truth. If he didn’t want to believe her, then Arianna didn’t need to sit around being analyzed by him either. She stood abruptly and joined Rhys at his table. Andrew let her walk away as he glared at Devin and began his own silent conversation with him.
“Life is not so swell as the only princess at the ball?” Rhys asked, making room so that Arianna could sit beside him with her back to her keepers. Rhys hit the nail on the head with his assumption.
“Not really,” Arianna replied as Andrew stood and moved closer, but not right next to her. “Why does everyone want to tell me what to do all the time?”
“That’s just men in general,” Rhys replied. “They can’t help themselves.” Rhys gazed outside as if someone were out there also watching in.
“Why’d you stay here alone?” Arianna asked, following his gaze, and also looking for the mystery person.
“I wasn’t needed back at home,” he replied. “My retainer went back to take care of everything. Nothing left for me to do then, so I was ordered to stay here.”
“Ordered? Aren’t you the leader?” Arianna asked. Rhys was acting strangely, but then again all the men competing were eccentric.
“Not ordered,” Rhys quickly corrected, turning his attention back to Arianna. “They asked me to stay here as they felt it would confuse everyone if I returned. I’ve pledged to win this tournament and free you. If I return home now before the tournament is done, they will consider that a failure and a disgrace. I cannot disgrace my people,” Rhys gave his long-winded explanation. It didn’t sound very logical, but Arianna let it go.
“Don’t you miss your home?” Arianna asked. She was greatly missing her home by now, having been gone for over two months.
Rhys shrugged. “Sometimes you don’t get a say in things even when you are in charge, am I right?” Arianna nodded. Rhys was stuck much like she was. Both were a bit homesick and there was nothing either could do about it.
“Ari, we need to go back to feed you,” Andrew said, softly touching her back to get her attention.
“Yes, boss Devin has declared that, hasn’t he?” Arianna grumbled as she stood and followed Devin. Rhys smiled weakly. He seemed to understand her situation completely. Being in charge didn’t mean others would not feel the need to tell you what to do.
Arianna followed Andrew to her rooms. She was trying her best to keep her anger away from Andrew and aimed just at Devin. It made things easier to blame Devin for her changing powers, than to wonder if she had caused it by not feeding for a month. It was easier to just blame Devin for everything in general.
“Come here,” Andrew pulled Arianna to the couch by the burning fireplace. Arianna smiled and melted into his arms. He was safety and comfort. He was truly her home now. “Devin said he can tell you are strained by not enough blood. What have you been doing?” Andrew asked.
“Nothing, I swear. I’m not even practicing now. I’m doing nothing to use my blood up,” Arianna insisted.
“Devin thinks you must be doing something or that I’m not really feeding you each night like we tell him,” Andrew stroked her head as she leaned on him. “He thinks I’d lie to him if you’d asked.”
“Would you?” Arianna sighed. Just his touch was intoxicating.
“Yes, but that’s not the point,” Andrew replied, getting back on subject. “Since I know I’m feeding you, and you aren’t doing anything to use your blood, somehow it must not be working.”
“Is that even possible?” Arianna asked, now becoming worried at the prospect. “Is it possible for the blood to stop working? And from you of all people? You’re my mate.” Arianna blushed as she said it out loud for the first time. Andrew beamed and his love grew even greater. She never wanted to call him that, but he loved to hear it.
“I’m your what?” Andrew asked, getting off the subject himself. It was too good an opportunity to pass up.
Arianna closed her eyes to respond. It was hard enough to tell him without his look of absolute devotion. “You are the love of my life.” She waited for him to laugh, but he did not. Instead he crushed his body to her, pulling her close enough to kiss her as much as he pleased. Arianna giggled, not expecting that reaction. He pushed her back, pinning her to the couch as he assaulted her with kisses.
Arianna quickly sat up, feeling Rhys’ presence outside the doorway. Rhys paused before knocking. Before his hand hit the wooden door, Andrew had moved and was standing directly in front of Rhys. Rhys backed up two steps, feeling the anger roll off of Andrew.
“How did you get into this wing?” Andrew demanded, shifting into his full, imposing baku form. His muscles expanded to twice their normal size as his skin paled. Arianna stood just behind him, and while she had to stop him, she wanted to see his baku. It had been over a week since he had transformed, and part of Arianna missed him.
Rhys held up his hands. “Since I’m the only person in the house, the guards don’t stay at their posts all night. I saw them leave and thought maybe it was my chance to talk to Arianna. I came only to help her.”
“You’re purposely trying to get her alone?” Andrew demanded. The hulking baku was quickly becoming uncontrollable.
‘Stand down,’
Arianna ordered Andrew. As his clan leader, he had to do as she said, but as her mate he wouldn’t if he thought she were in danger. Arianna finally noticed how that could be a problem.
‘He’s here sneaking into your wing of the house. This is too dangerous to back down from,’
Andrew replied, explaining why he was still fuming.
“With what?” Arianna asked Rhys, stepping beside Andrew and placing a hand on his arm. Andrew’s anger dampened slightly, but he was still fully alert, ready to attack Rhys if he made even a slight move. “Stop being my mate and look carefully.” Arianna pointed to Rhys. There wasn’t a bit of emotion to make Andrew as mad as he was. Rhys didn’t have any romantic feelings toward Arianna. Andrew, as a baku, should have at least noticed that much. Andrew was just reacting to what he thought was going on, and not what he was actually feeling in Rhys.
“I can help,” Rhys offered.
“Are you offering to get rid of all the other competitors?” Arianna asked, cocking her head to the side to get a full view of Rhys from around Andrew, who had moved a few steps in front of her. That would be a grand offer, but one she couldn’t accept.
“That I can’t help with, though I truly wish I could,” Rhys replied. He had thought that would be fun also, but the sidhe clan would never allow that. “I can help with your newest problem with blood and fluctuating powers.” Arianna’s head snapped up. How did Rhys know she was having problems with her blood intake?
“What do you mean?” Andrew demanded. He was still seeing Rhys as a threat, but that didn’t dissuade Rhys in the least.
“I can see it. This happens often to the sidhe.” Rhys ignored Andrew and his hateful stares. He spoke directly to the partially-hidden Arianna. “You have
pathadh; unquenchable thirst.”
“Pathadh?” Arianna questioned the term she had never heard before.
“Yes. It’s a thirst for blood that cannot be sated,” Rhys explained, keeping his distance from the still-volatile Andrew. Helpful or not, Andrew didn’t trust Rhys.
“But I’m not really hungry. That’s not the problem,” Arianna replied, moving to stand beside Andrew now as he was finally controlling himself and his urge to protect her. Arianna hoped he was seeing that Rhys wasn’t a threat.
“You may not feel the thirst, but you feel how your body cannot get enough blood. That’s why your night human powers are all over the place since your abstinence from blood. That’s why you cannot feed enough to stop the fluctuation.” Rhys waited for his words to sink in. He was correct. Devin had noticed she was having problems, and Andrew could not explain why Arianna wasn’t feeling content with all the blood they had fed her in the past few days.
“Okay. Let’s just say that you’re right,” Andrew entered back into the conversation. Rhys didn’t even glance at Andrew, but stared only at Arianna. “Hypothetically speaking of course. What does one do for this problem to correct it?”
“Blood of another species,” Rhys replied, finally looking at Andrew and waiting for his attack. Andrew moved toward Arianna, but she kept him still by gripping him harder.
‘We cannot attack a contestant in this game, or all my rights are forfeit,’
Arianna reminded him. Andrew wasn’t sure he could hold back now. It was hard enough to watch Arianna feed on Devin or Turner, but this stranger, who had been watching Arianna for a week, was hard to even consider.
“And I suppose you are offering?” Andrew mocked Rhys.
“I do happen to be the only night human around that she has not taken the blood of,” Rhys replied, not afraid of Andrew. He stood his ground even though the massive baku was only restrained by Arianna’s single hand. Even Rhys knew that that wasn’t enough to keep Andrew chained down if he chose to attack.
“You’re free to search my mind. I’m not a threat to you or your relationship with the princess. Trust me. I’m not interested in her in the least. She’s not exactly my type,” Rhys replied.
Andrew wasn’t satisfied with words alone. He needed to see that Rhys was not a threat.
“You’ll just let me just enter?” Andrew asked in disbelief.
“Yes, and you’ll see I’m only here to help Arianna,” Rhys replied, waiting for Andrew to enter his mind.
Andrew calmed his anger and easily entered Rhys’ mind. He took a few deep breaths, and it only took him looking at one thought to know that Rhys was speaking the truth. Rhys wasn’t interested in Arianna in the least. Pulling back out immediately, Andrew stared back over at Rhys.
“Are you convinced now?” Arianna asked Andrew. She had already had faith in the sidhe without having to go looking in his mind. Rhys had made his intentions clear with his emotion alone that he wasn’t interested in Arianna. Rhys was offering friendship, the same as Thomas, and didn’t look at Arianna in the way that all the other competitors did.
“Yes, but-” Andrew began, turning to Rhys. He had seen enough to need some answers.
“Please let her feed first, and then I will explain. I promise,” Rhys replied, holding up his wrist for Arianna.
“And it’s safe?” Devin asked from the shadows with Thomas and Turner right behind him. Devin somehow always knew exactly when he needed to be somewhere, and Thomas and Turner were not far behind.
“Yes,” Andrew replied. “Rhys won’t harm Arianna.”
Arianna looked to each of her keepers and saw that they trusted Andrew completely. No one moved to stop her as she watched Rhys’ blood flow inside the veins. It was close to impossible for Arianna to drink blood from someone that did not love her. Rhys wasn’t emitting love, rather camaraderie. He was feeling the same way, trapped in the night human world, just as Arianna felt. Arianna hoped that would be enough. She closed her eyes before biting down and beginning to drink his blood.
The blood wasn’t as repulsing as most blood seemed to be in the past for Arianna. Maybe it was the pathadh that needed to be satisfied, but she could actually drink Rhys’ blood. Maybe there was love somewhere that Arianna couldn’t feel, but something made her able to drink it. Arianna closed her eyes as she drew back from Rhys’ wounds. After she pulled back, she waited in her day human form. Counting to ten, the blood rushed through her body and energized her in a way that she had not felt since before she had fasted. Her senses completely stabilized. Arianna opened her eyes to stare shocked at Rhys.
“I think we need to move this conversation inside the room now,” Gabriel added, joining the group and ushering them into Arianna’s soundproof bedroom to keep the conversation that would follow completely confidential in case there were any spies in the house.
“He’s a she?” Arianna asked, looking over to Andrew for a confirmation as her keepers stared at Arianna like she was crazy.



Chapter 13
 

Rhys had promised an explanation, and it was obvious that Andrew knew part of it. Everyone waited while Rhys collected his thoughts. Turner and Devin sat down in chairs next to Arianna and Andrew, who were on the couch in Arianna’s sitting room. Thomas preferred to pace as they waited for Rhys to explain, and Gabriel stood behind Thomas, watching everyone anxiously. Gabriel had suspected something was off with Rhys when he first arrived, but he couldn’t say what, as he had never met the other leader before. Rhys relaxed, sitting in the chair across from Arianna.
“Then it must be true,” Rhys explained. “You can see me, can’t you?”
“You, as in Rhys McKinny, leader of the sidhe; or you, as in the girl whose name I don’t know,” Arianna asked. She stared at both at the same time. The man Rhys was a blurred shell outside the unknown girl.
“What exactly do you see?” Thomas asked, trying his best to analyze the situation. All he beheld was an overly happy man smiling at Arianna.
“I see a girl. Dark curly hair, green eyes, about my height, maybe a little taller, and around her is a fuzzy haze that is the shape and look of Rhys,” Arianna replied, describing the scene before her. Andrew didn’t see that, but he’d seen inside Rhys’ head to know that he wasn’t the leader of the sidhe, but was, in fact, a girl.
“Impossible,” Thomas replied.
“Not impossible,” the imposter Rhys replied. “She can see beyond my illusion.”
“She’s not a sidhe,” Thomas replied. He knew how sidhe magic worked, and only another sidhe could see through an illusion if the caster allowed them to.
Rhys smiled and nodded, acknowledging Thomas’ logic but not verbally agreeing. Even Rhys was in awe of the situation.
“Who are you?” Andrew asked. He had seen inside her head already and knew she was a sidhe who was somehow closely related to Rhys. Devin was waiting for this answer as he was ready to pounce on the imposter, while Andrew relaxed. Rhys wanting Arianna as his wife was not likely, but to lie and pretend to be someone else did not sit well with Devin.
“Nessa…Vanessa McKinny,” she replied, shaking her head of curls and dropping the whole illusion by allowing everyone else to see her. “Rhys is my older brother.”
“And why are you here, pretending to be your brother?” Devin asked, starting the interrogation and still viewing her as a threat. Anyone who willingly deceived them was a threat. Even Molina wasn’t completely forgiven in Devin’s eyes for the betrayal they discovered a little over a month ago.
“To avoid the princess’ fate over there,” Nessa pointed to Arianna. “If I agreed to compete as my brother, and make it through the first round, I’d be granted the option to not get married in three months to the fool my parents picked years ago. I’m not marrying someone I don’t love. I play pretend, and I get to go free. I wish it was that easy for her.”
Nessa sympathized with Arianna, and that was what Arianna had felt all along: compassion. They were both stuck being females in a male-dominated world that had yet to decide how to handle powerful females. Nessa had grown up in the night human world and had known about the rules her entire life. She pitied Arianna being thrown into everything like it was a cold bath.
“And you made it past. Now what?” Devin replied, knowing that Thomas was analyzing the situation while Mori was listening in and checking on everything the girl said. He didn’t need to be thinking of how to prove or disprove her answers. He needed to know exactly what she wanted. He wasn’t a fan of attacking girls unless they attacked him first, but this one rubbed him the wrong way.
“Now I get to be his retainer while my brother returns and competes,” Nessa replied.
Arianna couldn’t help the frown beginning to form. Rhys had been the one actual competitor that she wasn’t worrying about. Now that the Rhys she thought was safe was gone, she would have one more contestant to worry about. She didn’t want to have one more man actually trying to win.
Nessa noticed and hurriedly added. “I only agreed to come here as long as he agreed that if he won, my brother wouldn’t make you marry him.”
“And your father was fine with that?” Thomas added his own questions, trying his best to get the information they would need to change the game if needed.
“Yes. And so are the sidhe people. We don’t want to be part of the merger of night humans. The sidhe are more ancient than all the current night humans in North America, and we wish to keep our independence,” Nessa explained, but sounded more like she was pleading with Arianna to believe her.
“Merger?” Arianna asked. Nessa was one more person talking about things Arianna was never told about. Arianna looked over to the men in the room, but at least this time they seemed just as confused.
“You guys don’t know what this is really about? I thought Arianna was just the one that didn’t know.” Nessa looked to Devin, Gabriel, and then Thomas. No one understood what Nessa was talking about.
“What is what about?” Arianna turned to Devin and Thomas. Neither replied. Nessa was correct; neither understood what she meant.
“Didn’t Randolph collect the complete legend?” Nessa asked Devin.
“Not the complete legend. We only had parts,” Devin replied, still eyeing Nessa. Something about her didn’t sit well with Devin. She was too relaxed, sitting amongst enemies.
“Then you don’t know the true purpose behind Arianna?” Nessa said as a question to Devin, but a statement to everyone else. “Arianna is special because she carries the blood of two types of night humans. No one else can do that. Her blood wasn’t just made to carry her parent’s night human blood, but all of the night humans. When the clans divide enough like we are now, a night human is born to bring them together. She isn’t a bridge to peace by marriage like all the brutes that will gather back here again think. She will literally merge the night humans in her blood. We are too diverse and need to become one species again.”
“Is she really the one to bring us together again?” Andrew asked. He had seen it in her mind what was to happen and what was being foretold of Arianna. Andrew already believed Nessa, but the other men were not so sure.
“And you know this how?” Thomas asked what everyone else was thinking. Nessa could be telling the truth, or she could just be a very good actress sent by her brother or the sidhe people to win their trust. No one at the competition could truly be trusted as they all had something to gain: Arianna.
“Every few centuries one that is born is the bringer of peace or war,” Ness looked around the room. “That was our line of the legend. I guess your races must all be too young to understand what is happening. My grandfather told me that no one would remember, but that someday I would need this knowledge.” There was a bit more acceptance from the men in the room. They had all heard of the bringer of peace or war.
“He told me that the special night human will bring war first as the various tribes will fight to own the night human. This night human will be more powerful than could ever be imagined, and each tribe will want it as their own to dominate over the others.”
“Meaning?” Arianna asked. The past few months had taught Arianna to ask more questions, especially if someone was talking and willing to answer.
“They don’t want you for marriage like they all say. Every single competitor came here with the intention to bring you back to their own home, lock you up, and bleed you to bring power to their own people. With your blood they will be invincible.”
“Bleed me?” Arianna questioned as Andrew tensed under her grasp. He too didn’t like the sound of that.
“I think most of them plan to keep you alive, a few may not. If they do keep you alive, you will be locked away forever, never to be released again for a day of your life,” Nessa explained, trying to get the reality to sink in for Arianna. This was never about marriage. Not one clan here cared about marriage. All they wanted was the power she had.
“The other option is that you’ll be the bringer of peace.” Nessa waited for the anger to die down a bit from around the room. Not a single man in the room was happy to hear of the other clan’s plans to treat Arianna as an animal. “But to bring peace, you have to be more powerful than everyone here.”
“Which I am not,” Arianna whispered.
Arianna still couldn’t beat Andrew in a fight, and even though he was a high-level night human, so were all the competitors. They were each a clan head and the most powerful or the next in line being trained to be their future clan leader. Alone she stood a good chance against them, but there were ten men. Together, she would never be able to beat them. Arianna shivered at the thought of ending up with any of those men. Actual marriage was repulsive to her as it was, this was even scarier.
“No one will ever touch you,” Andrew replied, wrapping his arms around her to stop the slight shaking in her hands.
“You need my help,” Nessa explained as if it was the only choice they had left.
“We don’t trust the sidhe,” Devin replied. He had had a few encounters with the sidhe and never walked away happy. They were as tricky as they were powerful. Nessa, no matter how she spun her tale, was still a sidhe.
Nessa nodded to Arianna as she disappeared. Arianna could still see her as she stood and walked across the room. The men were all growing frantic as they looked around for signs of her. Nessa reached Arianna. Arianna looked to the men around her. None saw or felt Nessa’s presence. Nessa wasn’t going to harm her, and when she reached down and pricked Arianna’s finger to draw blood, the room erupted into full panic. Nessa instantly moved across the room and hid against the wall. All five men were instantly on alert and Turner, Andrew, and Gabriel in their full night human forms.
“Stop,” Arianna said to the men to get them to freeze. “She was trying to make a point.”
Andrew growled, followed by Turner who was fully transformed also. Arianna reached up and touched Andrew’s pale night human skin. Devin and Turner began to pace around the room with Thomas. None of their anger simmered down. Arianna caught a glance between Gabriel and Devin, but neither moved near Nessa. Her guards were good as always. She had a feeling they knew where Nessa was.
“Please stop,” she begged the men. Devin stopped his pacing with his back to Nessa. He turned and threw a knife that grazed Nessa’s upper arm, slicing a fine line and causing it to bead up blood. Arianna moved in front of Nessa before Devin continued his attack. The knife had dropped Nessa’s illusion.
“How did you?” Ness asked, unfazed by the cut to her arm. Devin tried to get around Arianna, but Arianna kept her defensive stance.
“I said stop,” Arianna used her authority to keep Gabriel, Andrew, and Thomas from joining Devin. “She was proving a point. I need to be safe enough to protect myself as you guys are not prepared for everything that all these other night humans can do.” Arianna reached up and placed her hands on Devin’s chest, since he was the only one still not obeying her.
‘Please Devin. She was never going to hurt me. I could feel her intentions. It was just a demonstration,’
Arianna tried to calm him with words, but it was her touch that brought him back from killing the girl that was only trying to help them.
“Everyone sit back down,” Arianna told the men. They all returned to their seats with Devin the last to move. He didn’t trust Nessa.
“If you ever draw blood on her again, she won’t be able to stop me,” Devin threatened. Nessa still stared in awe at him. She had never met someone that saw through her sidhe magic. She could never have imagined a day human with so much power.
Thomas leaned against the window as tension filled the air. Nessa had very much proven her point, and all the men were being extra cautious, afraid that she would do something more. It was a reality check for Thomas. He’d only been able to plan their moves based on what little everyone knew about each clan, yet he had never met anyone outside of Arianna’s clans. Most hadn’t either. It wasn’t common for clans to mix. Devin was the only person that had ever met the other clans, and only Arianna was relaxed in front of the stranger. Clans didn’t make a difference to her since she hadn’t been raised in the night human world.
“If you came here to stop all this from happening, what do you propose?” Thomas asked. Nessa had more information, and they desperately needed it. Thomas was willing to tentatively have an alliance with Nessa, even if Devin was not.
“We work together to make Arianna into the bringer of peace, not war,” Nessa replied easily. That much was not up for debate with the men in the room.
“And how do you plan to do that?” Devin was still skeptical of the young sidhe woman.
“By me telling you how to get the power she needs to defeat everyone,” Nessa replied, smiling at Arianna.
“And how does she do that?” Thomas replied, moving over closer to the conversation. This was the key secret he needed to know the answer to.
“The same way she took my power; she drinks the blood of everyone competing, and she will have their powers. The best part is-” Nessa paused for dramatic effect. All eyes were glued to her. “She can give those powers to any night human that drinks her blood.” Nessa waited a moment for it all to soak in and then left after no one asked any more questions.
After meeting with Nessa and hearing her explanations, the sidhe was escorted away so that all five men could argue about what she had told them. Arianna didn’t need proof; she trusted Nessa. The men, though, doubted that Nessa actually intended to help them. Arianna knew, after Nessa explained her blood could merge night humans, that what had happened was correct. Arianna saw through any of the sidhe magic Nessa used now.
“She’s sidhe, and that’s enough of a reason to not trust her,” Devin replied, sitting next to Turner and across from Gabriel, who was now seated beside Arianna. Only Thomas remained standing.
“But then how do you explain that Arianna can suddenly see through her sidhe magic?” Thomas replied. He wasn’t really trying to play devil’s advocate, but Nessa’s logic was sound.
“Arianna is special,” Devin replied.
“Sidhe magic is stronger and more ancient than our little one,” Gabriel replied. He was old enough to have heard the details Nessa mentioned, but he had never known such a thing to happen.
“You noticed her, too,” Devin replied. “Sidhe magic isn’t all-powerful.” Devin did have a point.
They all stared at each other. Thomas seemed more inclined to believe Nessa. Gabriel was also sensing that Nessa was correct. Andrew and Arianna didn’t argue as Nessa was telling the truth. The only one left to be swayed to Devin’s side was Turner, and he wasn’t taking sides yet.
“How do we know it isn’t true?” Turner asked. He was inclined to believe Nessa, and that pissed Devin off the most. Turner had been his best friend forever. “Wait, before you start swinging,” Turner quickly added to Devin. “Haven’t you always said Arianna’s senses are beyond that of a normal dearg-dul or baku? She has an incredible sense of hearing, even better than mine. And her sense of smell is almost as good as mine. Maybe it’s because she’s been taking my blood for a year, and she has a bit of lycan in her now.”
Everyone stared at Turner. He wasn’t one for analyzing situations. His strength was usually more literal, but now he was making sense. Even Thomas was nodding his head at Turner’s very valid point. Arianna’s abilities were slightly lycanish.
“And then what about transferring traits?” Thomas asked everyone but Devin. “Do you think that works also?”
“Only one way to find out,” Andrew replied. “We test it out.”



Chapter 14
 

They spent the rest of the night trying different amounts of Arianna’s blood on both Turner and Thomas to see if they could pass on any other night human traits that they didn’t already have. With Mori’s help, they established that they needed at least 10cc’s of blood, which was more than they expected, but less than feeding on someone. Nessa was correct. Not only did Arianna now have more night human traits, but she passed them all on to Turner and Thomas. After that the argument died down a bit, even with Devin sulking over the rest of them trusting Nessa. No matter what, he wouldn’t allow himself to trust her.
The next day, Arianna watched as man after man entered the dining hall ready to begin the competition again. She wasn’t happy to see any one of them now that she knew the truth. Not one was here to actually win her. All they wanted was her blood. They lined up and Arianna did her best to ignore them all. While Rhys was one of the last to enter, first having stopped at his room to bring Nessa with him, he was the one Arianna was anxious to meet. He’d been at the competition the whole time as Nessa’s retainer while she was pretending to be her brother. Arianna had met him, but meeting the real him was different. There was a new look behind his eyes. Arianna was beginning to trust Rhys as an ally, but now she was unsure. She couldn’t trust Rhys now. On top of her distrust, Arianna had to keep reminding Turner that they had to play dumb. Nessa had not told her older brother about what she had done, and that they could see through the illusion that was now covering Nessa. She now entered behind Rhys in the disguise of the older man Rhys pretended to be when he first arrived able to observe everything without anyone knowing whom he was.
The contestants all lined up, with their retainers behind them, anxiously waiting to see how Arianna was doing. When they had left, she had attacked one of her own men. While it had been frightening to see her unleash her desire for blood, it just made them even more determined to win her over. They had experienced the raw power that she normally kept under wraps. She was much more than they ever anticipated, by far the strongest night human any of them had ever seen, and this made her blood more valuable than any gold they could get their hands on.
Arianna stood and faced the men with Andrew right behind her. Her mind fluctuated between alternative scenarios of how to get rid of the men. They were all plotting to keep her caged like an animal, and she seethed with anger whenever she looked at them. She could no longer shy away from their stares as it wasn’t a desire for her that drove them to stare at her, but a desire for her blood. It was a good thing Andrew kept a hand on her back, keeping her calm, and from either attacking the men or running. She couldn’t decide which would be a better plan at the moment. He was used to the politics night humans played and was there to keep her head in the game so that she could win.
“Sorry about the abrupt interruption,” Arianna said to the men, not really feeling sorry at all. Her fake apology was seen through by each of the contestants. She was different since they left her. “I had been fasting too long.” With her blood fully back to normal, Arianna couldn’t help but overhear the words between the men that were not meant for her.
‘Why?’
one man asked his retainer
‘What does that mean?’
another asked.
‘Does she do this often?’
words flowed around her as silent conversations broke out.
Arianna tried to listen into the thoughts of the men as she waited for their murmuring to die down, looking for possible clues to use to her advantage, but they all began to talk over each other. Being able to follow just one conversation would be hard with that many people in the room. She tried her best to shut off her extra hearing.
“And you are feeling better now?” Rhys asked with genuine concern. It was scary how much he sounded like his sister when she was pretending to be him. Nessa had emulated her brother to an extent that Arianna didn’t even feel that they were different on an emotional level.
“Yes. Thank you for asking,” Arianna replied, trying not to stare at him and analyze him more than the others. Doing so would give away their secret. The other men immediately stopped their silent conversations and began to study Rhys too. He was a formidable opponent in strength alone, but more so a mystery as the sidhe were the most isolated clan of them all.
Arianna hastily got back to business. The less time she had to spend around the men, the less likely that she would snap and kill one or more. Their eager faces were hard enough to look at, but the desire in their voices was just making her anger worse.
“I am ready to begin the next trial. For this round we will be testing strength. My family feels it is important that whoever I end up with be the strongest out there, to be able to protect me.” Arianna began explaining the revised plan that Thomas was feeding her to say now. After listening to all of Nessa’s details on how Arianna could transform with other species blood, her team had made a new plan. If Nessa was right and Arianna could transform into the ultimate night human, she would need the blood of each man present.
“But the first thing will be that each of you will need to submit a vial of blood for us to test,” Arianna waited for objections, but none came. While she felt more like an experiment while people tested her blood, it didn’t seem to faze anyone else in the room. “We will rate everyone based on strength. And then you’ll all be given a chance to demonstrate your strongest attribute to earn more points. It’s nice to have the strength, but if you cannot use it, it’s worthless.” All the men nodded. This would be easy. Each man thought they were stronger and better than their neighbors. “Along with the strength we will test honesty. Each will judge the others on strength during the demonstration. I will be looking to see how you judge, and those who don’t judge honestly will be removed. Those ending the week with the highest points, and who are able to honestly compete, will continue on.” Arianna couldn’t help but emphasize the word honestly. Not a single man there was honest.
“To keep any cheating from happening, we will draw the blood now,” Arianna explained as several of Arianna’s people entered with syringes. “It will be blind tested, and as you can see, each of you will get a number instead of marking the vial with your name. Only the people taking the blood, not the people testing the blood, know who each number is. You have all week to practice your moves, and Friday will be the exhibition. Make sure you have something impressive to show that will convince everyone else that you have great power.”
By setting up the competition to impress everyone else, the men didn’t even hesitate at the idea. It was very unusual for any night human to show another clan their power, yet all the men were eager to do just that. They were each so full of themselves they were easy to lure into the trap. Arianna walked away from the room as each man started to transform to practice. Thomas knew just as well as Andrew how to play the night humans against each other. She didn’t ask to be a part of this world, but all of this information would be needed if she hoped to survive. She was grateful to get away quickly from the men. She was having a hard enough time looking at each man, let alone seeing the monster each was.
Luckily, Arianna made it back to her room without lashing out at anyone and flopped on her bed. With her super hearing, she listened in on the main hall. All the men were having their blood drawn and none complained. Devin already left the meeting since his blood would not be judged because he wasn’t a night human. He was back in the library, going over Randolph estate business.
‘Need any help?’
Arianna asked him from her room. Not that she actually wanted to help, but she felt it necessary to offer anyways.
‘No. I’m essentially all done. I’m just double-checking everything Mori has been working on. He has confirmed everything Vanessa McKinny said, and has told me that the blood needs to be injected while you are day human or you need to drink from them and turn day human immediately afterwards,’
Devin explained. They had left Mori to analyze everything after they tested the blood on the guys.
‘It’s the day human in you that makes this possible, not the night human in you. When you feed it takes time for the blood to be absorbed, but when we inject it, it will instantly be in your blood.’
‘And my power levels?’
Arianna had not asked Devin about this since she had left a month ago to train with Andrew. Devin had feared for the past year that her power would spike and lead to mental instability as it often did with night humans who grew too fast. She felt a little unstable now with the anger she held toward the competitors.
‘Mostly stabilized.’
‘Mostly?’
Arianna repeated his answer.
‘Yes, Mori said it’s more stable now with the sidhe blood. He suspects that it will completely stabilize with everyone’s blood. Vanessa knew exactly what needed to be done. Now we just need to be sure she isn’t trying to play us more. I have assigned Molina to keep to keep track of her at all times. Gabriel is also watching over her. Either she’s helping the sidhe get you, or she is helping us. I just can’t tell which.’
Arianna felt
Turner enter the room to get Devin.
‘Maybe she’s helping herself,’
Arianna suggested as Devin left the library. Vanessa McKinny was just as trapped as Arianna was, and Arianna knew exactly what she felt like.
Later that evening, Arianna sat, with Andrew holding her hand, as the bag of blood was attached to an IV in her arm in her bedroom. There was no going back once this was done. She would become yet another night human, something new completely. No one knew what traits would transfer and what would not, but they all agreed this was the best chance she had at beating them. Arianna held her breath as Thomas tapped the line and got it flowing. The red liquid went down the tubing and into her arm. Andrew reached up and pushed a strand of hair away from her face. The worry poured off of her.
“Do you need a distraction?” Andrew asked, bringing a smile to her face.
“No,” she replied, very aware of all the people in the room. Turner, Devin, and Gabriel sat outside the bedroom in the sitting room, while Thomas and Andrew were inside with her. Thomas was in constant touch with Mori, who was directing the situation with his vast knowledge of science.
“You may start to feel it within minutes,” Thomas added, relaying Mori’s message.
“And then we need to test it,” Devin added from the doorway. At the sight of his worried face, Arianna smiled meekly at him.
“On the wolf,” Thomas added, smiling at Turner, who was standing just behind Devin.
“And you,” Devin replied. “We already know that the sidhe abilities transferred to you both. We need to be sure it works the same for all species.” Thomas nodded his head, as if he’d already expected that this was coming. Arianna looked up and then across the room. Was it safe to be using her closest friends as guinea pigs? She hadn’t thought about that earlier, but now she worried.
Turner smiled at her sudden apprehension. “You’re worried now?” he asked, chuckling to himself. “After we’re testing this on you first? Don’t you think that if you survive, then we’ll be fine?” Arianna smiled at the logic. She was actually the guinea pig.
“See? All done,” Andrew replied, nodding to Devin and Turner. They returned to the sitting room.
“You told them to come here?” Arianna asked. She had assumed Andrew’s offer of distraction was more a physical one.
Andrew grinned and traced a line down her arm with just the tip of his finger, sending tingles to Arianna’s toes. “Oh, this was more what you were expecting?” Arianna playfully smacked his hand down. She needed only a few more minutes before she would begin to feel the blood’s affect if Mori was right. Andrew reached over, taking her face in his hands to bring her lips up to meet him as they waited.
It didn’t take minutes. The pain began in her arm and radiated through the rest of her body. The blood was beginning to move and change her. She felt it even at a cellular level as it raced through her system.
“Why does this always have to come with pain?” she asked Andrew. Andrew reached up and stroked her face before locking eyes on her. No one knew how long it would take to transform her. A typical dearg-dul or baku transformation took less than five minutes, but this was a transformation on such a great scale. Altogether, she would be thirteen different night humans. Arianna hoped Devin was right about her power stabilizing because the pain would be enough to drive one mad.
“Do you want me to stop it?” Andrew asked quietly. There was only one way he could really help. Even his touch now wasn’t a distraction.
“Yes,” she whispered, shuddering more as the pain increased. Maybe taking all eleven types of blood at once wasn’t a good idea, but she couldn’t change it now. Arianna looked up at Andrew and pleaded with her eyes when words wouldn’t come.
‘Sleep,’
he ordered mentally, and Arianna fell instantly to sleep.



Chapter 15
 

Arianna slept for three days while the competitors practiced. After waking from the transformation, they gave both Thomas and Turner her blood, and luckily their transformations took less than an hour. The rest of the week was spent watching the men as they practiced, and taking notes on what they did. After the contestants went to sleep each night, Thomas would coach Arianna through the new moves they studied from the men as they practiced. All the new moves came more naturally than she ever wanted to admit. Turner and Thomas would practice beside her, learning how to do new night human tricks neither had ever dreamed of. Arianna finally felt a bit of hope. The blood did make her stronger.
At the end of the week, Arianna sat in her chair of honor and watched each man sitting before her. Now with their blood in her veins, she could enter their minds even more easily than before. Arianna probed only a little before she realized how depressing it was to know what they were thinking. They were actually all worse monsters than Nessa had prepared her for. The retainers all sat behind the one-sided glass while Gabriel kept track of them. Arianna couldn’t wait for this all to be done, but first she needed to play the game and get stronger.
“For this part of the competition,” Arianna began, wanting to get it over with as quickly as possible. She could already do the move each one would perform, unless they were holding out during practice. “Each of you will be allowed to show one move that demonstrates your power and strength that is above all others in this room. You may do whatever you want within the boundaries of being alone. No touching another person, and do not destroy my house. If you need us to move outside to show us, please ask before you come up to demonstrate. After someone shows us their power, each of you will give them a score, one at a time. Be honest with your assessment.” Arianna already knew the ones planning to lie to get a better score.
Jan seemed the most excited about the test, and she let him go first. His large size bulked outward, barely being able to contain him in the room. He smiled a toothy grin of achievement, knowing that no one would match his display of muscle. Then to add to his display, he walked through the glass window, leaving it completely intact as he passed through the wall. Once outside the window, he doubled his size before sitting down outside the manor. He was truly a giant. Once he entered back into the training room, Arianna looked to each man for their scores.
As expected, the now more subdued Manuel lied, along with two more contestants.
Manuel went next, but Arianna already knew his strength. He partially transformed just as he had when he attacked the girl at the end of the last round. Where Turner had transformed into a more dog-like creature with a distinguished snout and vicious teeth, Manuel was much more cat like—a jaguar to be exact. His new features were tight against his face with two sharp, fanged teeth that hung over his curled lips. His strength as a were-animal wasn’t as great as Turner’s, but in his partial transformation he was able to spew hexes at anyone who attacked him. He used his time to demonstrate his powerful magic with an animal he had brought, his attack caused it to bleed from the inside out. Arianna wasn’t impressed by his savagery, but the others were. Death was strength.
Arianna tried to sit still as they cleaned up the bloody mess. She was grateful when Rhys offered to go next, and with a sweep of his hand the mess was all gone. Sidhe magic was good for something. Rhys stood before Arianna and gave her a curt bow before causing plants to grow from the floor around him. Rhys’ magic was nature based, as was the magic of all the sidhe, but his was inclined toward plants. The plants continued to grow until all the competitors were on one side of the new wall and Arianna, along with her people, were on the other side with Rhys. He smiled as roses crept up the edge of Arianna’s seat. Slowly a bud formed and bloomed before her eyes. Rhys wasn’t trying to impress the others, but was focusing on Arianna. With a wave of his hand, the rose broke off and floated to Arianna. Arianna reached up and took the now thornless rose.
“I’d advise you all to not move,” Rhys commanded of the competitors. Rhys smiled and nodded to the men behind his wall of plants as it parted to let him walk through. The wall wrapped down around all of the men. Arianna watched through the mess as each man was parted from the next by a wall of thorns.
“Would you like me to get rid of everyone for you right now?” Rhys asked Arianna.
“That would disqualify you,” Turner pointed out, but hoping at the same time that Rhys would try. He was happy to fight through the mass of thorns if Rhys wanted to disqualify himself in the process.
“I’d do anything the princess asks of me,” Rhys replied.
“We get it,” Manuel grumbled. They had let themselves be trapped, and Rhys was reminding them all of it. This wasn’t a game to impress each other; it was a game to impress Arianna.
After Rhys’ display of power with elegance, one after one, the men stood to show their moves. Now that Rhys had shown his intent to win over Arianna, most of the men modified their moves to be more artistic than deadly. One chose to turn into a ball of light rather than kill another animal victim by possessing it, while another also turned into a ball of light. Unlike the glowing green ball that was the first, the second was more flame than anything and easily set objects around the room on fire. The monstrous-looking night humans Lou Choy and Chet Barret tried to limit their transformation to not scare Arianna and lose their chances of winning her over. Arianna’s own competitors demonstrated what she already was used to: Turner’s lycan form and Ken’s large black wings. Arianna sat for over an hour as she watched man after man displayed their strength, trying to mentally note details she needed to try.
Everyone waited and scored each other throughout the day. Most were anticipating Devin’s demonstration more than anyone else’s. Each wondered what the day human would do that demonstrated strength. He wasn’t a normal day human, and had already proved that during the first tests. As morning was approaching, and everyone was ready to retire, Devin took the floor as the last competitor.
“Explain your strength,” Arianna said for the last time. Even she didn’t know what Devin was planning to do.
“I really don’t think I need to explain it since everyone already saw it a week ago,” Devin replied. “My strength is my blood.” The men all murmured. They seemed to all agree that his blood was quite an attraction, but that didn’t demonstrate strength. Devin moved to sit back down.
“Then we will move on. Tonight we will figure out new rankings for everyone and the board in the training room in the morning will show the matchups for our first fight,” Arianna explained, letting Devin continue to his seat.
“That isn’t a demonstration,” Nik replied angrily. He was going to lie about his score anyways, so it wasn’t really worth him talking now.
Devin shrugged and stood up again. He walked back to the floor and sliced a cut on the top of his arm. Blood dripped down his arm to his hand. Arianna couldn’t help the warm feeling coming over her. Her features changed, and she was in her dearg-dul form. The dearg-dul half of her would always love Devin, no matter what choice she had made between him and Andrew. Unconsciously, Arianna stood and walked over to Devin. She took his arm and licked the wound to stop the bleeding. Devin gazed intently at her, watching her with his eagle eyes, taking in every detail. And then the doors opened in his mind. His love seeped out, and she had to hold herself back from jumping into his arms. Once he got the reaction he was looking for, he closed the doors, and she was back to feeling the normal Devin in front of her.
Devin demonstrated that no matter what any of the men in the room ever did, he would always mean something to her. Even without a night human essence, most noticed the way her essence wrapped around him like a mate. Devin’s display of power did exactly what he knew it would do, as each man aside from Manuel gave him a ten. None of them except Andrew, no matter how hard they tried, would ever be able to affect her blood like he could. Arianna watched Devin cautiously as she returned to her seat. He was carefully calculating something. Then it hit her. He was making himself a target so that they wouldn’t go after Andrew. If they thought Devin was her mate, no one would notice Andrew.
No one else said a word. They all had their chance to impress her and each other. In reality, none cared about the others, just about Arianna’s opinion. And many of them were already having mental conversations with their retainers about Devin. Arianna didn’t waste time sitting around listening to all the private complaints. She didn’t need to hear what she already knew. Their desire was now mixed with jealousy. She left the men standing in the room, anticipating what would happen next. Most didn’t return to their rooms, but met immediately with their retainers. They would start planning based on the strengths each man demonstrated.
Arianna couldn’t wait to get away from them and into her own room. She was sick of seeing their faces and needed time away, even if it was just for a day. She didn’t want to see another one of them for at least twenty-four hours.
‘Ari,’
Molina said, as she followed Nessa around discreetly.
‘Mori said you need more blood to complete the transformation. It seems you need more than 10cc like Turner and Thomas needed. It didn’t completely change you. You need to drink from everyone again.’
Alone time was going to have to wait.



Chapter 16
 

Thomas paced the room as they waited for everyone to pass out after dinner was served. They had no choice on the matter but to drug the competitors and their retainers. While dreading the thought of actually having to feed on the men she now hated, Arianna was extremely fortunate to be born into a clan that could make people unconscious. That would make it this whole ordeal a bit easier. Gabriel would put those not completely drugged into a sleep, and Andrew would go with her to collect the blood in case someone woke up.
“Are you sure I can’t help?” Thomas asked as he stopped pacing. “Devin and Turner are watching the hallways and keeping you safe there. Andrew and Gabriel are keeping you safe in the rooms. Maybe I can go in for you, and that way you can stay here safe.” Thomas’ nervousness was cute, but it was just making Arianna more anxious.
Arianna placed a hand on his arm as he fiddled with his glasses. “No. You did your part. You can’t enter the rooms. If they catch even a scent of you, they’ll suspect you and accuse you of plotting against them. This is my house, and they should expect to sense my presence. Andrew is close enough to me all the time, so no one will be able to tell the difference between our scents.”
Thomas blew out a defeated sigh. “I just want you to stay safe. You’re family to me. And besides, if Vanessa is right, if you are here to save our kind, then we need you alive to do that.” Thomas strained a smile. It was like sending her into enemy territory unprotected.
“Nothing will happen to me,” Arianna reassured Thomas. Andrew returned and nodded to Arianna.
“I won’t let anything ever harm her,” Andrew told Thomas.
Thomas nodded. The large, white baku before him was a menacing sight. Andrew’s muscles bulged like a body builder’s. He was massive and just as cunning as any of those men. From the strength demonstrations, none of them compared to Andrew. Arianna was completely safe with him, but even that wouldn’t stop Thomas from worrying. So far, nothing had gone according to plan, from the moment Arianna lost control and attacked Devin. Thomas had more and more strategies drawn up since that was the only thing he could do to keep her safe.
Arianna followed Andrew as he led the way to the competitor hallway and rooms. They passed both Turner and Devin, who were pacing the passages. She hesitated as Andrew opened the doorway to the first room. They didn’t have time to take blood and then inject it without anyone realizing what was going on. If it really worked to change her completely, the others would notice. They were just lucky so far that no one noticed the first change. She would have to feed on each man. Arianna looked across the room at Nik Katsulas. When he wasn’t smirking or sulking, the youngest competitor was actually not as ugly as she first thought. He looked much younger without a scowl, and his dark hair messed across his head. Silently, she walked across the room and looked down. Andrew had his hands on each side of Nik’s face keeping him in deep sleep for Arianna so her bite would not wake him. Arianna bent down and took Nik’s wrist. She moved closer to bite him, but stopped.
‘I can’t do this,’
Arianna complained. These men were all repulsive, even with their blood already flowing in her veins.
‘I can’t take blood from anyone but my keepers.’
‘You’ve already taken his blood. It should be easier,’
Andrew replied. He liked the thought that she despised taking blood from these men, but she needed more to complete the transformation.
‘Well, it isn’t,’
Arianna responded, still staring at the sleeping guy.
‘It’s like coffee,’
she explained, moving Nik’s arm closer and smelling the blood. Her baku was raging to bite down and taste the blood of the sleeping victim, but Arianna kept her baku side in check by dropping Nik’s arm.
‘Plain coffee smells so good, but then you catch a whiff of chocolate coffee. Nummy smelling. But then tasting coffee? It doesn’t taste at all how it smells. Chocolate coffee does not taste like chocolate.’
Andrew smiled, but did not move.
‘Ari, you have no choice in this matter. Drink the coffee,’
Andrew ordered with a grin.
‘And if you need a little something later to get the taste out of your mouth, you know where to find me. I’m sure I don’t smell like coffee.’
Andrew winked at her, and Arianna couldn’t stop the blush spreading on her cheeks.
‘We need to do this soon. You know we have nine more people to go to.’
Arianna sighed and picked up Nik’s arm again. Andrew caught her eye and kept her focus on him. She looked into Andrew’s eyes and felt the love transfer out of him. She smelled his blood stronger than Nik’s. He definitely wasn’t coffee. She scrunched up her nose in protest, yet did as Andrew told her to do. Biting down, she release blood into her mouth and forced herself to swallow. Nik’s blood was as bad as she imagined it tasting.
‘Maybe I would have done better with the younger brother,’
Arianna added as they left the room with Nik peacefully sleeping. Andrew had made Nik move into a deeper sleep to keep him out as they moved on to the next room without a scratch left on their sleeping victim.
‘At least he idolized me. That’s a bit like love. Bet he would have tasted better.’
Andrew silently laughed and opened the door to the next room. One after one, Arianna drank from the competitors again. None were appetizing, but there was nothing she could do about it. By the time she got to the last two rooms, she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Andrew had to put a drop of his own blood on each man’s arm before she would even go near them. She needed their blood, and if this was really the only way, she needed to do it. Finally reaching the last room, Arianna paused. She sensed Nessa inside. She was agitated and pacing the room. They had not drugged her as she wouldn’t object to giving more blood. She was the one that wanted this to all happen to begin with.
Arianna pushed open the door, but stopped. Placing a hand behind her, she stopped Andrew before he attacked at the scene. Gabriel lay sprawled on the floor, unconscious, and dripping blood from a head wound. Rhys stood in the corner of the room, mentally scolding his younger sister. His scolding stopped as he finally noticed Nessa’s eyes on Arianna.
‘Gabriel?’
Arianna sent out mentally to her uncle.
“He surprised me,” Rhys said. His voice was deep, but crisp, just like it had sounded the first week he arrived. Arianna was still amazed at Nessa’s transformation into her brother. She had perfectly imitated Rhys. It was hard now to even see Rhys as himself and not as Nessa. “I didn’t mean any harm. He is unhurt.”
“And the blood?” Andrew seethed behind Arianna. She kept her body pressed to his, trying to send him calming waves.
“Ah, your mate,” Rhys replied. “I mean no offense,” Rhys continued, looking to Andrew now. “I was surprised and reacted without thinking. Wouldn’t you do the same if you found someone in your room that wasn’t supposed to be there? We aren’t exactly all friends on a weekend retreat here.”
“And the blood?” Arianna asked again. Rhys was so far being truthful, but she saw behind the illusions he cast.
“He hit his head on the way down.” Rhys pointed to the coffee table beside Gabriel that had a bit of Gabriel’s blood on it also.
Arianna’s eyes flicked to the transformed Nessa for confirmation on the reason Gabriel was on the floor. Arianna made a small step toward Gabriel. Nessa wanted to respond, but couldn’t without telling her brother why Arianna knew her. Rhys caught Arianna’s glance and smiled.
“So, that’s what this is about?” Rhys asked, waving his hand for Nessa to drop her disguise. Nessa returned to the young girl with ringlets. “You’ve met my sister?”
“Yes.” Arianna kept her slow pace, inching over to Gabriel. He might just have been attacked in self-defense, but that didn’t mean Arianna trusted he was all right. She needed to see for herself. Rhys had to be really good to catch the old baku off guard.
“And my naïve little sister told you about her crazy idea? That you’re the chosen one?” Rhys asked, teasing his sister. Arianna looked to Nessa. She was turning a bright shade of red. It didn’t help her embarrassment that Devin and Turner were right behind Andrew, and entering the room now. Everyone was there to see her be called a fool by her brother. “Which version did she tell you? Was it that you’re the hero who can save the world? Or was it the one where you are the one who will rule over us all? My little sister has such a grand imagination.”
Rhys sounded more sarcastic than anything. This was a completely new side of him that Arianna had not seen yet. So far he had been charming when Nessa was pretending to be him and even more so once they switched back. During the power demonstration he was in full charisma mode, but now he was more condescending.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Arianna replied calmly as she made it over to Gabriel.
Arianna bent down and touched the old man. His head wound was already healed, and no longer bleeding. Gabriel would be fine, but the situation wasn’t ideal. Rhys’ change in attitude made her wonder about the sidhe king. He was acting more foe than friend at the moment, and Arianna could see the fear in Nessa’s eyes. It was clear that the siblings didn’t share a loving relationship.
“My sister has been raving for years about a special night human that would save us all. My grandfather filled her head with these lies and stories when we were children. Unfortunately, Nessa is very impressionable, so I ask you to forgive my sister for filling you with hope that you can do magic. I assume you’re here to try my blood, to see if that will allow you to do sidhe magic.” Rhys waved his hands about in the air, making fun of his own ability.
“I don’t know what Nessa told you over the years, but maybe you should have listened to her,” Arianna replied. She didn’t take too kindly to Rhys’ attitude toward his sister. Nessa kept her eyes cast to the floor.
“Oh no, she got you, too,” Rhys said in mock despair, flopping his hand over his heart for emphasis. “At least you guys don’t believe her?” Rhys turned to Andrew, who was still watching him and waiting to pounce if he made one questionable move. Devin just stared at the sidhe, not replying. That was enough for Rhys. “You do believe her,” Rhys replied, astonished that they would believe his sister’s stories.
“Some people have more faith in me than my own family does,” Nessa whispered, moving across the room to Arianna. She helped Arianna shift Gabriel to a sitting position as he finally opened his eyes. Nessa looked up, trying to plead a silent apology to both Arianna and Gabriel.
“Man, that kid has some right hook,” Gabriel rubbed his jaw. He wasn’t upset about the situation. It was his own fault he had been hit.
“Sorry about that,” Rhys replied from across the room. Arianna couldn’t tell if he was sincere or not. The threat in Andrew’s eyes was obvious, and Rhys kept away.
“Did you finish here?” Gabriel asked Arianna, trying to figure out how long he had been out.
“You too?” Rhys was now really surprised. Gabriel was ancient and well-known. How could Nessa convince someone with as much experience as Gabriel?
“Me too, what?” Gabriel slowly moved to his feet, leaning on both Arianna and Nessa.
“Apparently Rhys doesn’t know that what Nessa was saying was true,” Arianna explained to Gabriel.
“It can’t be,” Rhys replied, brushing off Arianna’s belief in his sister. “They’re just myths, fairy tales.”
“Really? Then why can I see the knife in your hand? It wasn’t the table that caused the cut on my uncle’s head, was it?” Arianna asked. She let Nessa support Gabriel as Arianna moved quickly to stop Andrew before he did something they all would regret. “However, we’re not here to fight with you. I just need a little more blood from your sister to complete the transformation.”
“That can’t be,” Rhys whispered, dropping the knife to the floor with a clank. “These were all just old tales.”
“It can, brother,” Nessa replied, handing Gabriel off to Devin before using her sidhe speed to instantly appear at Rhys’ side. “Grandfather was right. Now she’s here because she needs more blood, yours or mine.” Nessa had been tracking Arianna as she moved from room to room, and had been oblivious to the others. She would have stopped her brother from attacking Gabriel if she had known he would be coming first.
Rhys recovered from his shock and studied Arianna. He now saw Arianna in a new light. His grandfather had often told tales of how the night humans were too divergent in race. Rhys was a young boy, and thought they were just tales, even though they were fascinating. As he grew into a man, he believed his grandfather had been senile in his old age, and was just telling stories. Grandfather had said, as new traits arose, these new types of night human branched off until it got to the point that they could never be what they were once before. Grandfather had explained it all like a scientific theory, but Rhys, like everyone else, thought the old man was crazy.
“More blood?” Rhys asked his sister, who was the only one who had supported their grandfather’s theories over the years. Her faith in the old man never wavered. “As in you gave her some before? You know that’s against sidhe law.”
“What?” Arianna asked. She knew enough from her year in the night world to understand that you didn’t go against clan law. Most of the time doing so meant death, and even if one was exiled, that still typically meant death, as no other clan would take you in.
“Sidhe are not allowed to be fed on,” Rhys replied, still watching Arianna. She was a new marvel to him. She saw past his spells. She was amazing.
“She had pathadh. I couldn’t let her starve to death. And she needs more,” Nessa replied. “Since I already broke the law, I might as well do it again.” Nessa shrugged. She walked over to Arianna and lifted up her wrist.
“No,” Rhys replied with a twinkle in his eyes, swatting his little sister’s arm away. “I’ll feed her.”



Chapter 17
 

Andrew paced behind Arianna. He didn’t take well to bending to the requests of strangers, especially those that looked at Arianna with longing in their eyes. Andrew could see what the sidhe leader was feeling without having to enter his mind. Arianna seemed a bit more oblivious to it. Andrew wanted to scream at her to wake up, but it wouldn’t do any good. Arianna always tried to find the good in people, even when there was none.
“Just you and me alone,” Rhys demanded, like the king he was.
“I don’t think so,” Devin replied from the doorway. “First you attack Gabriel, and then want to be alone with Arianna?” Turner stood side by side with Devin, echoing his hostility.
“Then I won’t give her my blood, and Nessa won’t be allowed to, either,” Rhys replied, as if it didn’t matter to him either way. It did matter to him, but Andrew wasn’t about to get between Devin and his prey. Devin could be as deadly as any night human.
‘Devin, we need his blood to complete everything,’
Arianna turned her back to Rhys to look over at Devin as she spoke to him in their minds.
‘Not that badly. We can wait and get it from Nessa. She’s more than willing,’
Devin replied, still only watching Rhys.
‘Nessa cannot go against a direct order from her brother,’
Arianna quickly relayed what Nessa was telling her mentally.
‘He is a king, and they must all obey him.’
‘She already went against the law of the sidhe.’
Devin glanced to Nessa. She was looking only at her brother while conversing with Arianna. Rhys wouldn’t expect her in the least to side with Arianna. Sidhe tended to be a very loyal clan in general. Insubordination was not expected. That was why Devin didn’t trust the sidhe girl. She was actually a pro at deception.
‘She says this is different,’
Arianna replied again. ‘She said she can break the law, since it’s written by the council, but she cannot break her pledge to follow her brother’s word.’
‘So be it, then we don’t use his blood,’
Devin glared at Rhys, who was now sitting across the room pretending like he didn’t know the conversation that was going on was about him.
‘Remember what Mori said,’
Arianna pleaded. She needed Rhys’ blood to complete the transformation.
‘He said I’m almost stabilized. Almost. I need the blood from everyone to not become that monster you fear.’
Devin sucked in a breath as her words hit him. She used the one argument he couldn’t go against. He did fear her becoming a monster. Not because he feared it would happen, or who she would be, but because it meant he would have failed her. He couldn’t be the man she wanted. He couldn’t prevent the competition that was now going on. All he could do now was protect her from herself. In his hesitation, she had won. Andrew also saw it.
“But I’m not leaving,” Andrew replied. Rhys moved to object at the same time as Arianna. “As her mate, I get a say in this. And I am staying.”
‘Andrew,’
Arianna began to protest, feeling like she was losing her chance to finally get her night human powers under control.
‘Wait for it,’
Andrew replied, without taking his eyes from Rhys.
Rhys wanted to push harder to get everyone out the room, but Andrew was right. In sidhe tradition, especially, Andrew had a claim. He couldn’t deny her mate. Rhys waited a few more tense minutes. “Fine, the baku mate can stay.”
‘How’d you know?’
Arianna asked Andrew, as she turned back to stare at Rhys.
Andrew didn’t reply. Devin looked to Andrew and nodded, again doing their male-bonding by silent talk. Devin turned and helped Turner escort Gabriel out of the room, who was still a bit dizzy. Arianna wondered if the blade was poisoned, but she would have to wait to help him later.
“I may be leaving the room, but don’t think I am going far,” Devin threatened Rhys.
“Nessa, you too,” Rhys ordered his sister. She looked as if she wanted to object too, but she could not.
Nessa walked behind Devin and left the room. Andrew walked across the room and sat on one of the couches while still glaring at Rhys. Arianna followed tentatively behind Andrew. Andrew wasn’t happy, and the hate leaked out him. She moved next to Andrew and stepped only as far away as their bond would let her without breaking it. Any further and Andrew might snap. He didn’t do well controlling his anger while in touch with Arianna; he would not last a minute with the connection broken.
Rhys stood and walked cautiously toward Arianna. He stopped before her and kneeled. As a sidhe, he had never allowed someone to take his blood. They were above normal night humans. It was wrong to allow another night human to bite them, but a day human giving blood willingly was fine. Rhys had never imagined a moment when he would willingly give his blood away, but now he was kneeling at Arianna’s feet. There was something different about this girl. He would be willing to give her anything as long as she would be his alone. Rhys cocked his neck to the side, exposing the veins running down it.
Arianna looked back to Andrew. It was way too personal to take blood from someone’s neck, and they both knew it. Andrew was barely containing his rage. Arianna reached down and took Rhys’ arm instead. There was no way she was drinking from his neck. Rhys watched, questioning her with his eyes.
“May I?” She indicated to the vein throbbing in his wrist.
Rhys tried to hide his disappointment. “Yes,” he whispered in anticipation as her mouth neared his wrist.
Arianna bit down and drank his blood quickly. Every moment her mouth was on Rhys’ wrist, Andrew became increasingly more hostile. Arianna closed the puncture wounds and jumped back to keep Andrew from rushing over to attack Rhys. Andrew didn’t like the situation one bit and wouldn’t have lasted much longer if she hadn’t stopped. Rhys remained kneeling on the ground with a grin on his face. The sensation of her drinking his blood had been actually pleasant.
“Um, thanks,” Arianna said, breaking Rhys out of his thoughts and back to reality. Rhys jumped up and walked over to her.
“No, thank you,” he said, leaning down and kissing her on the forehead before either Andrew or Arianna reacted. Andrew jumped out from behind Arianna and his hands reached for Rhys’ throat. Arianna hastily intercepted him and pushed him back. She couldn’t let Andrew kill Rhys.
‘Not now,’
Arianna pleaded silently. She received no enjoyment from drinking any of the men’s blood, but it was necessary to do at this point.
Andrew glared at the sidhe king. His anger was still boiling, so Arianna stroked his face to get his attention. Andrew turned his stare to her. She was using her baku senses to calm him, as he often did for her.
“We are finished here.” She nodded over to Rhys before taking Andrew’s hand and pushing him to the door. Her guards were all waiting for them in the hall.
‘I’m not finished with him,’
Andrew replied, following her, ready to turn back at any moment if Rhys put up a fight to keep her there longer.
“Princess,” Rhys said, enjoying the scene he was creating. Andrew was bothered by the fact that it meant more to Rhys than Arianna knew. It meant that Andrew could feel what he felt, even if Arianna didn’t.
“What now?” Arianna asked, watching Nessa return to the room to stand beside her brother.
“You should ask Nessa what else the legend states,” Rhys cryptically replied, grinning from ear to ear.
‘Nessa?’
Arianna didn’t like how Rhys sounded, and was sure it wasn’t something Andrew would want to hear.
‘By drinking the blood of the clans, you now will be bound to them all. You no longer have to have Andrew as your mate. If you choose, you can feel the way you do about him with each person you drank the blood from.’
Ness shyly looked out the window rather than meet Arianna’s eyes. Nessa had been afraid that if she told Arianna this the first time, Arianna would never consent to becoming the person she had been waiting for.
‘As in… I can now bind to you?’
Arianna asked, confused.
‘Or my brother,’
Nessa replied. Arianna didn’t need to look at Rhys to see him smiling. Now it made sense. It explained what Andrew started feeling once she took Rhys’ blood. Arianna continued to pull Andrew away.



Chapter 18
 

That day Arianna didn’t get much sleep. Too much was floating around in her mind. Andrew lay napping beside her. Arianna waited until she was certain that he was completely out before getting up and leaving the room to sit outside for most of the sunlight hours. All of the other night humans were sleeping at this time, so she was blissfully alone.
Rhys had gotten to her with his sisters revelation. Could it be true that she might feel for someone else the way she felt for Andrew? What she felt for Andrew was real, yet part of her wondered about the bond. Was that what made everything so much more intense? Would she feel the same without it? Was it the bond, or was it love that Arianna felt with Andrew? She wanted it to be love, but what if Rhys was right? What would happen if she experienced that with every man she drank from yesterday? They were all horrible men and she didn’t want to feel that way. Even more so, she didn’t want what she felt with Andrew to be just the bond.
After spending most of the day outside, Arianna returned to bed with only two hours to go before everyone else would be up, ready to watch the preliminary matches. Everything was well planned, but at this point Arianna didn’t even want to see the men competing for her. She had enough thoughts darting around her head without having to possibly deal with feelings for people she already hated.
The men were fed and wandering around the practice room by the time she arrived. Each one looked up and stared at her as she entered. By taking their blood the night before, the changes inside her that transformed her into a new night human grew, but now she also noticed the changes in the men. They were no longer looking at her like she was a prize to hold on to and control, but as a prize each and every one of them wanted to win and make theirs. Arianna shuddered at the thought.
“We will do a preliminary match today before taking another week-long break,” Arianna explained. Thomas had already set up the practice room accordingly. “It’s really simple. You’ll be paired up randomly by drawing a name out of a basket. Everyone gets to participate. From these fights you’ll get the last points to make it into the competition next week.” All the men readily agreed to anything Arianna said.
“Rules are simple. Two competitors in this circle. First one pushed out, or knocked out, loses. Two minute time limit. Time starts when second competitor enters the ring. Any questions?” Arianna asked, looking from face to face.
“Are we allowed to draw blood?” Nik asked. Even behind his usual smug, annoying mask of arrogance, Arianna felt his longing toward her. Things had certainly changed. It made her want to gag. Nik was still Nik, no matter his change in emotions.
“No,” Arianna replied, looking away and trying to ignore the feelings he was sending her way. “Clean hits only. Any blood draw disqualifies you, and you will receive no points.”
Arianna took a seat with her back to the one-way mirror to watch the fights. She was behind the competitors but in front of the retainers behind the glass. All of the retainers watched her. Even they had felt a change in their charges this morning. By being behind the competitors, she only had to bear a few backward glances. Andrew and Thomas were both close behind, flanking her on both sides, but they were not enough to deter the men from being curious. Even her people could sense the change in the men. Only Arianna knew why the competitors had a change of heart, and she wasn’t about to share that with Andrew, who would probably blow up.
“Jan Larsen, you may pick first.” Arianna held up a basket with names in it. Jan stepped up and reached in without breaking eye contact with Arianna. He stared at her as if he was trying to figure out the puzzle of his new emotions. Andrew didn’t respond with anger, as he saw the questions in the man’s eyes. Jan was truly confused.
“Ken Wilson,” Jan replied, finally breaking eye contact and stepping away from Arianna.
Ken stepped into the ring with Jan, and smiled meekly at Arianna. The tengu didn’t stand a chance against the giant. Jan smiled as his opponent shrank in his shoes standing before him. Larsen grew in size, and kept the growth within the ring. He barely left any room for Ken who looked over to Arianna for her approval before stepping out of the ring before the large man could touch him.
‘Sorry Ari,’
Ken apologized. Arianna had already told him not to fight if he were matched with someone that could accidentally hurt his healing wings.
‘Ken, it’s not your fault. Luck of the draw,’
Arianna replied. She didn’t want to have to attach his wings again and certainly not in front of all these men. They would just see it as one more advantage to winning her. Jan shrunk back down and returned to the line of competitors, happy with his easy victory.
“Nate Childs,” Arianna called the name of the first eliminated competitor. He was more than overly ecstatic to be entering the competition now. His smile grew until it crinkled the corners of his eyes. Nate was another young competitor, and still had some baby fat in his face. Arianna held the basket out for him.
“Manuel Vasquez,” Nate read the name and sounded disappointed at his draw. His confidence was slowly fading. Both eliminated competitors knew that this was the one and only chance they would have to earn any points to get back into the competition.
The match up was again a quick one. Manuel was the far better fighter of the two and only needed two direct punches to move Nate from the circle. Manuel didn’t have to shift into his animal form, or cast a spell, as his kind were known to do when confronted. Arianna was surprised Manuel hadn’t been more violent, but easily saw the reason why as he turned back to her. He was trying to please her and follow her rules. He smiled at her and mentally sent her a message.
‘Anything for you, my queen. I’ll kill anything that stands between us and follow your orders, no matter what,’
he said as he turned back, walking into the row of men. Arianna cringed and quickly laid a hand on Andrew to keep him seated. Andrew couldn’t hear the message, but he could sense the man’s intent.
‘Let it go,’
she ordered, as stray thoughts filtered over to him. Andrew was finding it harder and harder to let it be. The men who were salivating over the idea of winning such a weapon were now sending mental messages and loving feelings to Arianna.
“Next, Loan, you may choose.” Arianna held up the basket as the young man drew near. Loan winked at her as he approached, almost sending Andrew into a complete rage. Andrew wouldn’t last much longer around the newly-changed men.
‘Gabriel,’
Arianna contacted her uncle.
‘You need to get him out of here, or we will never finish.’
Gabriel appeared at her side. Andrew saw his leader and knew what she had called him for. Andrew stood and sulked out of the room. Molina sat down beside Arianna as her second guard. The competitors seemed overjoyed at the baku being forced to leave. It brought Arianna no happiness to do so, and she actually felt less safe without him around. She couldn’t let him stay, though, if there was a chance he would attack someone.
‘Sorry,’
Andrew said mentally, as he was escorted away. Even Arianna was forced to do what needed to be done. There was no helping it. He was going to break soon at all the swooning each man did at the sight of her. Each man was anxiously trying to catch her eye, and it was driving him mad.
Loan waited patiently for Arianna to hold up the basket of names. He didn’t even acknowledge Andrew’s leaving as he only stared at her as he chose a name.
“Lou Choy,” Loan said, waiting for his competitor to enter first.
Choy rapidly turned into his night human form, which had a slight greenish tinge to it. Arianna was thankful that her combined night human form wasn’t tinted like Choy’s. It actually made him appear sick, and green was not her color. Choy stood in one place and waited for Loan to enter the ring. Loan stepped over the line, stood against the back side of the ring and waited. Choy wasn’t quick, but very hard to beat, as his skin was as thick as armor. Loan waited for his opponent to come to him. Both Choy and Loan stared at each other from across the ring. The one to attack would hold the disadvantage in this game. Neither man moved for the whole two minutes as the time counted down as neither wanted to lose the match, and both were happy with a draw.
Rhys stepped up next before Arianna even called his name. He reached down and purposely brushed his hand against hers as he took a name. He was doing his best to show Arianna that he was a strong choice for a mate, and his night human essence wrapped around Arianna’s, almost in a choking manner. Arianna looked up at him and even though it was true that her night human essence was with his, she didn’t feel the same as she did with Andrew.
“Will Kparsi,” Rhys announced, not turning back to the ring or his competitor that entered, but keeping his eyes on Arianna the whole time.
“Darkness,” Rhys ordered as the lights in the room all dimmed with his sidhe magic as he entered the ring. Will’s eyes started to glow. Arianna expected a good fight, but was quickly disappointed as a flash of light blinded everyone but her, Turner, and Thomas as they saw through the illusion. With one shove, Will opened his eyes to find he was outside the ring. Rhys only needed one move to make Will fall to the wrong side. Again, Rhys was trying his best to show his power to Arianna. While Rhys was powerful, sidhe magic was full of trickery, Arianna wasn’t so keen on that style of fighting.
“Four left.” Arianna wanted to move on as quickly as possible. While she was a bit disgusted by Rhys’ essence basically wrapping around hers like an anaconda, she was now beginning to see this occur with each man. Rhys was correct. She could choose any man there as her match. Maybe she wasn’t even limited by that. If she drank the blood of someone new, it was possible that even they could be her mate. The options for her love life just expanded exponentially, and it wasn’t a good feeling.
“Turner,” she called out the next competitor.
‘Ari, is something wrong?’
Turner asked as he took the next paper, hoping it would be Devin. They had never fought in such a restricted space before. It would be a fun matchup.
‘Nothing,’
Arianna replied, but Turner saw through the lie.
“Chet Barret,” Turner read out loud after unfolding the paper.
Chet stepped into the ring and transformed. His manly appearance gradually faded into a semi-womanly-shaped man with a serpentine curve to his body. He was quite grotesque in appearance. Turner had seen this already, and thankfully was prepared. Chet closed his eyes, but Turner didn’t make a move. Chet kept his eyes closed and nodded as if seeing a movie in his head. Opening his eyes, he bowed to Turner and stepped back out of the ring. Turner turned to Arianna and gave her a questioning shrug.
“I’ve seen I will not win this match,” Chet replied from the sideline, back to his more manly form with bulging, tattooed arms. “I do not wish to fight a battle with an opponent if I cannot win.”
“Okay,” Arianna replied. She was going to have to note that ability. She wondered how he controlled it. “And that leaves us the last two. Devin and Nik.”
Nik smiled and entered the ring. He had been waiting the whole competition to meet up with Devin. Devin paused outside the ring, removing a book about the size of a matchbox from his pocket. Tearing off a piece of paper, he stuffed one strip into his mouth and began to chew it like it was gum. Arianna and her crew were the only ones that knew what was going on. Lord Randolph had preserved blood for Devin, which he put on strips of paper for him to use to increase his strength and quickness to that of a night human. It was Devin’s trump card that would allow him to be able to beat any night human there. On a normal day, as a day human, Devin was close to the level of any of the fully-transformed night humans, but with Randolph’s blood, Devin was unstoppable.
Devin crossed the line. Nik didn’t wait to attack; he was immediately upon Devin. Devin dodged the first kick, and was across the circle before anyone knew where he went. Nik paused as he stared at Devin. No one in the room but Arianna was sensitive enough to feel the change. They all sat and reevaluated the day human. Each tried, in his own way, to see why he could be better than a night human. Nik stared for a few more moments before trying again. This time, Nik aimed low. Devin again dodged, and, in the process, used Nik’s momentum to toss him from the ring. Nik sat outside the ring, ready to enter again. He hadn’t been expecting the day human to fight better than a night human.
“Devin’s win,” Arianna said quickly, to keep Nik from continuing the fight. Nik paused and looked down to see he was sitting a foot outside the ring. Shock was all that was registered on all the faces watching. All the night humans had discounted Devin when it came to the fighting.
Devin walked back to his spot next to Manuel, who was now fuming at the idea that Devin was stronger than any night human there. Devin ignored the other men. He’d grown used to being underestimated, as he had been his whole life.
“We will be posting the top six contenders for the fights that will be held next. The preliminary fights will be held starting Wednesday, and the final fights will be at the end of the week,” Arianna explained, dismissing the men. She wanted them to leave so that she didn’t have to go anywhere near them and feel them pull at her. They all stood still, shocked that Devin won so easily.
Arianna rose and the men finally understood that they were dismissed. Most turned immediately to their retainers, who had entered, and were all now consulting, mostly talking about Devin. Devin ignored the chatter and walked away from the group, passing the men as he went. Each would stop their conversation to stare at him as he passed. No one left the room, and Arianna had to continue past them to leave.
Arianna held her breath as she walked by the first man. The sickly feeling of Nik’s night human essence reached out for her involuntarily. Arianna felt queasy as she passed, and knew that the next one would do the same. Not pausing to deal with all the emotional feelings storming her, Arianna ran by the men and out into the long hallway. She paused at her own hall. Andrew was in her room, pacing. She just couldn’t face him yet. What Rhys had said was true. Arianna was never given a choice about with whom she fell in love. Now she had one.



Chapter 19
 

Thomas was right behind her as she took off running to the front door. She needed to get away. She scanned the grounds with her now perfect eyesight, since she had been enhanced with all the night human skills. Someone at the tournament had even better sight than she once had, which was impeccable, or so she thought. There was nowhere she could go to be alone. Just outside the walls of the estate were groups of various night humans who had arrived to wait, hoping that their leader would win.
Pausing, Arianna heard the hit before anyone reacted, and she immediately ran back inside to the doorway of the training room. Turner was already beside Devin, pulling him out of the crowd. Gabriel was in full baku form, chasing the offender out of the house. Ken and Patrick were close behind to back him up as Gabriel tried to catch the person who had just stabbed Devin. Manuel was lucky that Gabriel was too concerned about Devin to pursue him any further than the wall of the grounds.
“Take him to my room,” Arianna ordered, appearing beside Turner, who was now carrying Devin. A trail of blood led down the hallway as Turner rushed to her room.
“What happened?” Molina asked, as Turner laid Devin on the floor just inside the doorway.
Gabriel was already opening his wrist to smear blood on the biggest wound. The flesh started to pull together, but blood was flowing out quicker than the skin was mending.
“He needs my blood,” Arianna said, kneeling beside Devin and reaching down to cut open her own palm.
“Ari, no,” Devin replied, trying to talk, but coughing up blood. The wound was through the right side of his chest cavity, and was bleeding excessively into his lungs.
“Why can’t I?” Arianna complained, pushing away Devin’s feeble protest. “You’re the only one allowed to save anyone around here?” Arianna asked, certain that his pride was the reason he was protesting. Gabriel stared at Devin, understanding as did the other people in the room. Andrew pulled Arianna back and quietly told her the truth.
“If you feed him, you will turn him into a night human,” Andrew replied. “He doesn’t want to be one of us.”
Shock hit Arianna immediately. It was possible to turn day humans into night humans, but she was never told how it was done. Arianna stared back down at Devin, who was losing blood slower now, but still losing too much to live longer than the night. His choice was die or become a night human with her blood. He was choosing to die. Her way of life was something he didn’t want.
“If you feed a day human blood from someone powerful that has also drank from them, they will turn into that type of night human. It might not happen with a normal night human, but, Ari, you’re a purebred. Your blood will change him.” Andrew motioned to Turner, who pulled her back.
“But then what? We just let him die?” Arianna asked. Shocked that Devin would choose death over what she was made her stand still. Turner didn’t even have to use any force to hold her. Arianna twisted in his arms and begged him with her eyes. He couldn’t let his best friend die.
“I can’t save him either,” Turner replied. “Not since the first day I drank from you. My blood could do the same thing to him.”
Andrew reached over and sliced his palms with his own finger. Squeezing his hand, he dripped blood on the wound. Skin began to knit back together, quicker than with Gabriel’s blood, but still not as fast as Arianna’s blood would have worked. Arianna watched from Turner’s arms as Andrew forced Devin to drink some of his blood, too. Devin’s external bleeding stopped. Reaching down, Andrew tapped Devin’s forehead, putting him to sleep. Devin didn’t fight it, and knew it was best to be asleep while he healed. Gabriel reached down and took the sleeping Devin into his arms.
“Leave him here,” Arianna begged. She couldn’t let him go back to the competitor quarters knowing that they had all stood back and let Manuel stab Devin. Even though she had felt the hit immediately, others there had to have seen what Manuel was doing and had chosen not to stop him. “All of you stay here,” she added, looking to Gabriel, Patrick, Ken, and Turner in turn.
“Devin made me promise that if he were injured, we would never use your blood to heal him,” Andrew told her as he moved to comfort her by wrapping his arms around her. She shrugged him off, as he reached for her. His night human form pulled at her. While it was different in feeling than the others, it reminded her of the competitors and their pull toward her. This draw to her was proving to cause more problems than anything.
Arianna looked one last time at the now sleeping Devin. He didn’t want to be like her. She didn’t want to be like her, either, but he would prefer to die rather than change into a night human. Tears were forming in the corners of her eyes. If even he didn’t want to be like her, then she must really be a monster.
“Keep him safe,” she whispered, and ran back out the doorway and away from the people all staring at Devin. All he had ever tried to do was save her, and the only way she could ever repay him was to let him die. If Andrew hadn’t been around, Devin might not have lived through such a fatal hit.
Arianna ran back outside and knew where she wanted to go. She stopped on the front steps and pointed up to Thomas, who was right behind her. He looked up to where she was pointing and nodded. No words were needed for him to understand. He bent down and scooped her into his arms before taking flight. Once at the top of the house’s turret, he bent down and set her on the roof. It wasn’t too steep, and Arianna easily walked to the edge to sit down.
“Would you like me to stay?” Thomas asked.
“No, I need to think,” Arianna replied. Thomas nodded and glided back down to the ground.
Devin didn’t want to be a night human, even if it was the only choice between being alive and dying. Arianna felt a stab of pain. While Devin tried his best to protect her, this wasn’t something he could guard her from. I don’t want to be this either, Arianna thought, flicking a pebble from the roof. She felt betrayed by Devin. Somehow his refusal to let her save him was like an acknowledgement that there was something wrong with her. The pebble flew into the trees surrounding the estate.
Who would choose to be this?
Arianna was hurt, but was equally angry. This life was not her choice. She didn’t get many choices in anything anymore. But while she may not be able to choose to be a night human, she could choose her mate. That was what Rhys was trying to get her to see.
A new conflict began as she realized that Rhys told her the truth. She now did get a choice, but did she want it? Every single man below was potentially the same as Andrew and Devin to her now. While most were completely despicable, and she couldn’t wait until they were gone from her lands, a few had been nothing but nice and willing to try to win her over. In reality she didn’t know much about the men, because she would never have a reason to before. Now she did.
Turner walked over as silently as possible from the spot Thomas had dropped him on the roof above Arianna, yet she still heard each step. The new blood was all mixing and enhancing her senses even more than she had expected. Turner paused behind her, waiting to see if she would reject his presence or not.
“Why did you back off trying to win me over?” Arianna asked, patting the spot next to her. Relived that he wouldn’t have to find his way down from the tower so soon, Turner sat beside Arianna. “Your night human essence calls to mine just like everyone else’s.”
Turner smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Ahh shoot, you caught me being chicken,” he kidded.
“Really,” she pressed, knowing that he was only teasing.
“I knew I wasn’t the one for you. We may be compatible, just like you are now with everyone down below, but that didn’t change that Devin calmed your heart with just a touch when you would black out. I couldn’t do that,” Turner admitted his failing. “There’s more to being compatible than just being someone’s mate.”
“So, you just gave up chasing me?” Arianna asked. The men below weren’t going to give up that easily, even if she asked them to.
“More than anything, I want you to be happy. Even if it isn’t with me,” Turner replied, always the good guy. Turner deserved someone wonderful. Some wonderful girl that Arianna could never be.
Arianna stared at him as he watched the sky as he always did when having a serious conversation. He could never look someone directly in the eyes when he talked about something that was important to him. He was still the same rust-brown-haired, easy-go-lucky guy she had met a year ago. While everything around her changed, he did not. Something in her life was stable, and that something was Turner. She already knew it; he always would be.
“I’d rather step down and be your best friend, than lose out to Devin or Andrew and never see you again. You’re not a prize, but a person. A good person who deserves to be happy,” Turner explained.
“Then why are we here?” she asked. “This competition isn’t about my happiness.”
“It isn’t?” Turner raised an eyebrow as he teased. “I thought every girl wanted to be swooned over by a dozen men at once.”
“A dozen bloodthirsty, kill-each-other men?” Arianna replied. That was the best description. Not a single man down there would hesitate to attack and kill another if they could do so without repercussions.
“Well, there is that, but just look at all the hunks you can choose from: the giant who was in high school when you were born—we all need a sugar daddy.” Arianna grinned even though she didn’t want to. “And the green guy. That trick would always be the life of the party. Wait, with all their blood in you now, do you turn green?” Turner teased her. Even when combining the blood, she didn’t have any new physical characteristics. “Oh yeah, and if you want, you can choose that one guy who glows in the dark. You have several choices. You’d never need a nightlight.”
“How is green any worse than the pale muscle men that surround me daily?” Arianna replied. Her life was already filled with weird creatures that she had never imagined before entering the night human world.
Turner nodded and pretended to contemplate it. “So, are you saying you prefer your men a bit pale, maybe a bit hairy or even with wings?”
“That’s the problem,” Arianna replied, growing serious again. “I don’t know what I prefer. I never really had an option and now I wonder. Would I still pick the same if I had been able to choose?”
“And you have that option now, huh?” Turner finally realized the problem she was facing. Arianna sighed and leaned against him. He was great at reading her mind. “And you’re scared to make a decision.”
“I wasn’t exactly given a choice with Andrew and Devin. They decided for me.” Arianna spoke the truth.
“Did they?” Turner asked rhetorically. “Did you truly not choose?”
“Why do you say that?” Arianna asked.
“Look at us now,” Turner explained, pushing Arianna up so that they were separated. “Yes, my night human reaches for you just like everyone else’s, but does yours reach for mine?” Arianna looked down. She noticed what he meant. It was one-sided.
“You are always going to come across people that want you and who you are. That doesn’t mean that just because they want you that you have to, or will, want them back. That isn’t something you can just decide on a whim. It’s something that just is. Andrew just is. Devin didn’t need to be a night human to see that,” Turner replied.
“When you wake up in the morning, who is the first person you think of?” Turner asked.
“Andrew,” Arianna whispered.
“And when you go to sleep at night?” Turner didn’t need to let her answer, and just continued. “When you don’t feel well and need comfort? When you want to get away, who is always right there beside you? Devin may understand your night human, and its needs, but who is the one that you have let in enough to truly understand
you?”
Arianna smiled and turned to hug him at the same time. “You’ll always be my best friend,” she added, and he grinned in return while rubbing her back.
“And you’ll always be the one I let get away.” Turner kissed the top of her head.



Chapter 20
 

Arianna pulled away from the hug quickly, and looked down at the ground. Someone was moving across the lawn fast, and was almost hidden from view. It seemed very suspicious. Turner sat still and tried to spot what she was looking at. She pointed below, following the person with her finger. He was working on all the enhanced skills that came from the new blood, but some came more naturally to Arianna. Arianna reached over and took his hand, creating a blood bond that let him into her view.
‘Who is it?’
Turner asked.
‘I don’t know,’
Arianna replied.
‘But we need to go take care of this. If people are sneaking around my estate, something is going on. I’ll tell the team.’
Arianna looked down below, and Thomas was already ready for her, coming up rapidly from the ground.
‘Time to go find out what’s going on.’
Arianna nodded to Turner before sliding off of the ledge and into Thomas’ arms. Turner hung down from the ledge and scaled the wall to meet her on the ground.
‘Polo Katsulas,’
Gabriel said, informing Arianna who it was that had left the estate.
‘Follow him, and I’ll check out Nik,’
Arianna replied.
Turner nodded to Andrew, who appeared from the shadows as they entered the estate.
‘Molina is also hidden,’
Andrew informed them. Everyone beyond Devin was ready to find out what was going on. Arianna’s blood in Turner and Thomas made things even easier as Andrew no longer needed a blood connection to talk to them mentally.
‘Turner, go from the other direction in case Nik is leaving too, and Ari and I will go in to see what is going on. Ari can completely mask her essence now, so you won’t feel us.’
Turner nodded.
‘And Devin is safe?’
Arianna asked as they began their stealthy walk through the deserted hallways.
‘Patrick is guarding him while Ken is keeping up with Gabriel,’
Andrew replied, before raising a hand to stop her movements.
Arianna melted back into the same shadow as Andrew to watch Nik exit his room. He looked down the hallway before moving to Rhys’ door. He didn’t knock, but just let himself into the room. Arianna listened, and heard multiple heartbeats which meant that it was occupied before Nik entered.
Andrew took Arianna’s hand and led her to the room next to Rhys’. No one was inside, and they made their way to the bathroom, which had an adjoining wall. Andrew walked over and placed his ear on the wall to listen. He faintly heard talking, but everyone was in the other room not the bathroom that back into the wall they were pressed against. Arianna placed her hand next to Andrew’s, with her face toward him. Two distinct voices were talking, but they couldn’t hear clear enough to make out words. She strained harder to listen, and soon her hand sunk into the wall. Jumping back quickly, she almost knocked Andrew over with her surprise, and did knock over a bottle sitting on the counter. Andrew caught the bottle which was only inches from hitting the floor.
‘What?’
he asked, worried that she discovered something upsetting.
‘My hand went through the wall,’
she said, explaining her surprise.
Andrew smiled back wickedly. He now had a better plan. Arianna’s new abilities would come in very handy. He couldn’t wait to try it out.
‘Uh oh, what are you thinking?’
she asked. Andrew was smiling. Baku were great silent hunters, but even they were limited. Arianna had no limitations to her control now.
‘How about we do just that? We go through the wall and then hide in the bathroom the same way Nessa did in the room earlier,’
Andrew replied.
‘But I’ll need a little of your blood first.’
Arianna understood the real reason he was smiling beyond the thrill of the hunt. Andrew had yet to taste her blood. Even as they were trying to find out what was going on, Andrew could find a way to turn the situation into something more.
Arianna held up her wrist. It was the best plan, even if she was hesitant over being bit. The guys never seemed to mind when she used them as food, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to be food for someone else. Andrew smiled back and took her arm. He had been waiting for a long to do what he was about to do now.
‘I’ll be gentle. I’ll only knock you out for a moment,’
he promised, licking the spot he was going to bite. His tongue caused more shivers than his touch. Arianna nodded to him as he reached up and touched her forehead, gently sending her into sleep. Baku could only feed on sleeping victims. He needed Arianna to sleep even to take just a little blood. In only a moment’s time, she woke. Andrew was smiling, more mischievous than ever, and looking around her. It was no longer that their night essences intertwined. They were actually the same. Arianna wanted to ask more, but the voices on the other side become more heated in their discussion.
‘Can you go through now?’
she asked. Andrew nodded, still gazing at her like he wasn’t finished with his meal.
‘Then I suppose we need to do this.’
Andrew reached over and took her hand.
‘Your blood tasted better than I could have ever imagined.’
Arianna blushed and wanted to let go, but he wouldn’t let her.
‘I’m not sure on the illusion thing, so you might have to hide us both.’
Arianna nodded and stepped toward the wall. As she touched the hard surface, it gave way. It was like walking through gelatin as she passed through the solid wall. Andrew grinned as she pulled him behind her. The voices were immediately loud enough to overhear. Arianna silently made her way to the doorway and hid both herself and Andrew behind the door. She concentrated and matched the wall exactly. Anyone passing wouldn’t see her. Physically she would still be there; so as long as no one entered, they would be fine.
“But you said you could get your council’s support,” Nik complained, pacing the room.
“And so did you,” Rhys added, just as irritated.
“I’m not the head of my family. I asked, and tried to get my dad to support it, but he said no. If we do this, we are on our own.” Nik was now pacing a wider arc.
“Then we do it on our own.” Rhys was confident, but Nik was not.
“And how you propose that? We can’t fight off everyone here.” Nik sulked, still pacing.
“Do we need to?” Rhys replied, lounging on the couch. He was upset that Nik didn’t pull through, but Rhys was confident he would get what he wanted. Rhys always got what he wanted. It was good to be king.
“Yes, because no matter how enticing she is I’m not willing to die for a girl.” Nik kicked the bathroom door in as he passed by it. Arianna now had a perfect view of the living room. Thankfully they were well hidden from view.
“If you support me, then I promise we’ll split the girl between us,” Rhys replied. “All I’m asking is that when the time comes that I need an ally, you’re it.” Nik paused in his circling of the room and nodded. He wanted Arianna as much as any other man in the competition, he just needed to be smart enough to outwit the sidhe he was working with.
“You have it,” Nik replied. “Polo is outside the gates, informing our supporters of the plan.” Nik finally stopped walking around the room and stood in front of the relaxed Rhys. “You better not go back on your word,” Nik added. He was being as threatening as the shorter and younger Nik could be.
“Never,” Rhys replied, giving a solemn bow to Nik that hid his sarcasm. “A sidhe cannot lie once they’ve given their word.”
Nik seemed satisfied as he walked out of the room without a backward glance. Rhys picked up a glass on the coffee table and took a gulp. He gently placed the glass back on the table and closed his eyes.
“Come on out now,” Rhys said to the empty room.
Arianna’s heart beat faster, knowing they were caught. She couldn’t move as she was frozen in place. Rhys sat up from the couch and turned toward the bathroom doorway. He waited patiently. Arianna debated what to do. Should she just appear? Could she appear while keeping Andrew hidden? All hell would break loose if Andrew appeared in Rhys’ room. He could barely stand to be civil in front of everyone, and so being behind closed doors would be a problem. Rhys gaze passed over her.
“Stop playing games, Nessa,” Rhys added as Nessa peeled herself from the wallpaper. She had been hidden right next to Arianna and Andrew. Nessa turned and pulled on the bathroom door, securing Arianna’s hiding spot before she walked back toward her brother. Arianna swore that Nessa knew where she was hidden, but it seemed like Rhys did not.
“I’m the one playing games?” she asked, plopping down on the couch and picking up the glass her brother was drinking from. She took a whiff, made a sour face, and placed it back on the table. “What about you? What game are you playing?”
Rhys rolled his eyes as he lay back down to lounge on the couch. He was relaxed and enjoying his time at the competition. So far everything was working just as he wanted it to. Arianna was being swayed by his words. Soon she would be asking him to take her away.
“The game I was sent here to play,” Rhys replied, closing his eyes.
“You promised me.” Ness couldn’t contain the anger in her voice.
Rhys’ eyes snapped open as he sat up. “Promised you?” He sneered. “I didn’t promise anything. You talked, and I nodded. You should know that isn’t a promise. Our word is only good if we are looking directly in each other's eyes and we repeat the sidhe oath.” Rhys didn’t do that with Nik, Arianna noted.
“Our people don’t want this,” Nessa replied, trying a different tactic, as she couldn’t stop the tears from trailing down her cheeks. Rhys was once the older brother she looked up to. He was the shining light for the sidhe people. He was kind and compassionate. She was proud to call him her brother. Everyone loved him. He was respected, not feared. Nessa had seen him change over the years, but she just didn’t want to believe it. Now, there was nothing left of the brother she’d loved.
“Our people are foolish. The power in one drop of that half-breed’s blood will save our clan. When war starts, as it will—do not deny that little sister—we will have the key to winning. Our people will be the strongest, and it will all be due to Arianna. She can sustain an army, and we will be unstoppable,” Rhys proudly defended his choice.
“And this meeting with Katsulas? Is this because you know you can’t win on your own?” Nessa was beginning to get angry. He had promised her. He was a peaceful king.
“Katsulas is the insurance plan,” Rhys replied without explaining further. “But I doubt I’ll need that. I’ve already explained to Arianna what you did not: she now can choose anyone as her mate, and will love them just as much as she loves that big white chicken who’s too afraid to enter this competition.”
Arianna grabbed Andrew’s hand to keep him beside her and hidden. They both knew Rhys was talking about him. Andrew was close to losing it and taking out his aggression on Rhys for showing himself to be the jerk he was all along. Rhys’ kind face and beautiful eyes were all a façade. He was as evil on the inside as most of the other man competing.
“And you think that will get her away from him?” Nessa asked. She understood the bond between Arianna and Andrew better than anyone. It was the kind of bond she had always wanted.
“Yep. I saw it in her eyes. Did you see how she ran out tonight? I was telling her the truth. Everyone around her always lies to her, so she appreciates my truth. When she returns and sees all the men hungrily waiting for her, I can swoop in as the knight in shining armor.” Rhys leaned back on the couch and stretched out.
“And you think I’ll stand by and not tell her what’s going on?” Nessa countered.
Rhys sat up and was instantly across the room to his sister, his fingers wrapped around her throat. “I doubt I need to tell you this, sister, but if you are not with me, you are against me. As your king, I forbid you to tell Arianna or her friends about this. If you find a way around it, consider yourself banished.” Rhys let go and was instantly back, relaxing on the couch while his sister sputtered and coughed, trying to catch her breath. His fingers left red indents on her throat.
“Did you put Vasquez up to attacking Devin?” Nessa whispered, as that was all the voice she had left.
“No, I greatly appreciated it. Two more out of the equation in one blow. There’s no way Arianna will heal Devin with the chance that she will turn him, and the older baku took off after Vasquez. Vasquez doesn’t stand a chance.” Rhys smirked, enjoying the cards falling in his favor.
Nessa couldn’t stop the tears that were now running down her face. “What happened to you?” she asked. The brother she grew up with was not the man that was in front of her now.
“I stopped thinking the world was filled with rainbows and saw the truth. It’s ruthless out there, sister, and I plan to stand on the top of the heap when the shit begins to fall.” Rhys closed his eyes, relaxing, and Nessa knew the conversation was done.
Nessa shook her head, and headed into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her. She looked over to Arianna and Andrew and nodded. They had all the information she was going to get out of her brother. He wasn’t going to do as he promised. It was up to Arianna to fight back on her own, and Nessa was going to help her.
‘Banishment or not, I am with you,’
Nessa said to Arianna. Arianna nodded and took Andrew’s hand, disappearing into the wall. She started to calculate her own plan of attack. If Rhys thought his tricks would work, she’d have to show him a few tricks of her own.



Chapter 21
 

Arianna looked around the room at her friends and followers who gathered in the small space. She had called everyone together for an emergency meeting. The room hadn’t seemed so small until everyone started to pack into it. Nessa sat alone in the corner, watching everyone. She couldn’t add to the conversation, but she was completely behind Arianna. Devin was still injured and laying in Arianna’s bed, but at least now he was awake. Andrew’s blood had cured him for the most part. It would still be a few days before he was completely back to normal, but he was alive now, and that was all that mattered.
“Gabriel, what did you find?” Arianna asked her uncle as he was the last one to arrive in her room. He shut and locked the door behind him. Arianna appreciated the thick walls that kept her room isolated and sound-proof from the rest of the estate.
“Polo Katsulas was meeting with a group of people outside the walls. They are waiting for the final tournament where outsiders can witness the last matches.” Arianna squeezed Andrew’s hand to keep the growl from coming out of his mouth so that Gabriel could continue. “I followed as close as I could, but that meant I couldn’t make out everything. When Ken was spotted, Polo snuck back to the grounds. From the little they talked, and what I could see, Polo was confirming an army attack that is being laid down for their followers.” The war Arianna was trying to avoid by playing this stupid game to win her was going to come anyways.
Arianna nodded. “That’s what I expected after our find. Rhys has been making plans with Nik to take me by force no matter the outcome of the tournament.” All the faces stared back at her for only a moment before they turned, with hateful glares, to Nessa. She was the little sister to the enemy.
“Um.” Thomas hesitated to ask. “Should she be in here?”
“Nessa doesn’t support her brother. She won’t be telling him anything. I have her here more as a consultant of what is going on. She cannot speak to confirm that Rhys is making plans because Rhys has forbidden her to tell us, but don’t think she won’t help us. This is just as bad for her as it is me. She will be seventeen in less than a year, and Rhys won’t hesitate to use her for his gain. Nessa has as much stock in us succeeding to put an end to all of this as we do,” Arianna explained, but Thomas didn’t look completely convinced.
“And how do we do that? Put an end to all of this?” Thomas replied, eyeing Nessa suspiciously. He was taking up Devin’s role of not trusting while Devin was in no shape to argue with anyone.
“By making your own, better army,” Nessa answered.
“So we go to war?” Thomas asked. He knew better than anyone this was what Arianna wanted to avoid.
“No,” Nessa replied. “You show everyone that you have the stronger forces, and no one will challenge Arianna ever again.”
“And how do we show people that? If we march our people down here, every clan will send their own here too. We would be inviting war,” Thomas rationalized.
“By taking her blood,” Nessa answered. She didn’t move from her spot. The hostility rolled off of everyone. “If everyone here drinks Arianna’s blood, they will change into the superior night human. You will get all the good aspects from all the clans, and none of the side effects. Each one of you’ll be worth ten of them. By numbers they can outnumber you, but by ability, you will be unmatched. Arianna needs to make a new race of night humans, a new race she will be queen of.”
“So we bleed her dry?” Turner asked sarcastically, as he was, for once, siding with Thomas on the issue of Nessa not being on their side. She was talking about using Arianna like the weapon everyone else wanted to use her for.
“No,” Nessa sighed. She had always found her family to be bothersome, but this was worse than normal. Everyone here was on edge and ready to jump at any chance to let out their frustrations. “All it would take is a vial of blood or so per person. You can take up to one pint without hurting her, and she can easily replace the blood by feeding. That one pint should allow you to change at least fifteen people. Ask your scientist.”
Everyone turned back to Molina, who had Mori on her headphone. She spoke briefly and then turned back to the room full of staring eyes.
“Mori agrees. He said that one ounce of Arianna’s blood should completely change anyone into the new night human race,” Molina replied. That was more than enough blood to change all of the people in the room.
“And we trust that it’s safe? That by changing, we will really out power everyone sent here to take Arianna? Nessa is the sister of the person spearheading it all,” Thomas added.
Molina opened up the laptop on Arianna’s desk and turned it on. She logged in and brought up Mori back at the Randolph estate.
“Hi, everyone.” Mori pushed up his glasses, and avoided looking directly at the computer. Mori was shy and never joined any functions. He was fortunate his job as the computer specialist allowed him to stay hidden away from everything. That was how he’d like to be right now, but he knew showing was better than telling.
“Will this work?” Molina asked directly. She knew better than anyone how to deal with the most antisocial member of Arianna’s protection team.
“Um, yes,” Mori replied. “We’d already been considering this option, and Harry and Jon worked through the night analyzing numbers. They decided that one ounce should be enough for a grown human to completely change. The change should take only a matter of minutes, and then stabilize after two days.”
“And it is safe to take a pint of blood from me?” Arianna asked since she was going to be the blood donor. Somehow, voluntarily giving her blood to everyone didn’t upset her as much of the thought that all of the other competitors wanted to do the same if they won her in the tournament.
“Oh yes, even normal day humans can have a pint of blood taken and not have any adverse effects,” Mori replied, looking up at Arianna. She was the only one he would actually look into the eyes of. He trusted her completely. “You should immediately feed afterward and then rest two days before any more blood can be taken.”
“How do you know this will work?” Turner asked. He had to be protective of Arianna with Devin weak and bedridden for the moment.
“Um,” Mori replied shyly. “I tested it myself, and found out I am part tengu.” Dark black wings snapped open behind the dearg-dul. Mouths dropped around the room. “Seems that whatever family traits are most prominent will come out. So, for Arianna, her father being baku and her mother dearg-dul, those will be her traits. Seems I have a great-grandmother somewhere that was tengu and hid it from the family as she didn’t pass on any of her genes, so she thought, and the rest of my family was dearg-dul. I’m not one hundred percent sure how to use them yet, but they are completely functional and not just for show.”
No one knew how to reply. Mori’s new black wings flapped behind him. There was still tension between the clans that Arianna was the head of no matter if she thought nothing of it. Years of hate and anger were still present. No one knew how to approach a life without being very well defined as one type of night human or another. Everyone feared the hidden skeletons in their own family history.
“So, you’re saying I might sprout wings like the bird?” Turner asked in disgust.
“I highly doubt it,” Mori replied. “With all the hate between tengu and lycan, I doubt your family history has a background with tengu.” Mori logically stated his answer. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if you turn into an albino wolf. Now that would be cool.”
“Besides,” Thomas replied. “We already took enough blood to change, and neither of us turned into a sidhe.”
“Oh, this should be fun,” Devin said quietly from his bed. He was actually smiling at Mori comments, knowing that Turner would find being anything except lycan an insult.
“Thanks, Mori,” Molina added before shutting the computer down. “So, is this what you want to do?” Molina asked Arianna. Molina had always taken Arianna’s will into account for any action they did. She promised she would never lie to her again, and she would not make Arianna do something she didn’t wish to do.
“Yes,” Arianna replied. “Now or never.” She was trying her best to remain positive about everything, but the idea of her blood changing people still scared her. Would people resent what she could now do? Or possibly hate her for what she’d already done, as her blood had been used to treat people when they were attacked a year ago. Maybe some got enough to change already. Arianna glanced over to Ken. He would have had plenty to change into the three night human mix she was over a month ago when she saved his life.
‘You won’t be alone anymore,’
Andrew replied, taking her hand at her hesitation.
‘We will all be like you. You won’t be the only one with mixed genes.’ Arianna smiled as his hand slid down her arm and loosened her clenched hand open. She never thought of it that way. Andrew was right. She wouldn’t be alone anymore.
“Let’s do this,” Arianna replied with more certainty.
Molina easily set up a bag to collect her blood. Blood was such a constant in their lives, everyone in the room could have done what Molina was doing, but Arianna appreciated Molina’s gentle touch. Arianna sat and watched the blood as it dripped out of her. Everyone roamed around in their own thoughts while they waited. It would only take a few minutes. Gabriel collected a glass for every night human in the room. Molina took the bag of blood from Arianna and added her blood into each glass, mixing it with whatever drink Gabriel had poured.
Knowing that the world was changing held everyone quiet. They were making a choice right now from which they couldn’t turn back. They each took a glass as Arianna sat with Andrew and watched. He had already taken enough blood to change his night human. He already felt the change, knowing that he could feed on any person in the room without the need to put them to sleep. For a baku, it was an empowering feeling. The dearg-dul in the room anticipated the ability to walk in sunlight the most.
“Here’s to the future,” Gabriel added, lifting his glass to toast with everyone else.
“God, I hope I don’t sprout wings,” Turner mumbled, as Devin chuckled again.



Chapter 22
 

The competitors were sent home for another week as Arianna claimed she needed rest, but in reality she needed time to change enough of her people at the manor. Devin spent the week recuperating, and by the end he was completely healed. Nessa spent the week watching her brother, and mentally reporting to Arianna since her brother forbid her to say anything but never told her not to think anything. Due to her age and inexperience, most didn’t expect Arianna to make a mental connection with other night humans without a blood connection. Rhys was as easily fooled as most. By the end of the week, Arianna had created fifty new night humans as they took blood three more times from her. They were chosen from her top supporters, people who would be present for the public fights. Nessa had been gathering more supporters outside the grounds that were as ready for change in the night human world as much as she was.
On the day the last competition was set to start, Arianna sat in the dining room as the men returned. Even those not competing came to watch the competition. She listened as each entered the estate, and did her best to ignore them as they arrived to see who the top competitors were going to be. She had left a list on the front door with five men chosen to compete.
“Is this seat taken?” Rhys asked, joining her at a table.
“Um, no,” Arianna replied with a mouth full of food. As she had asked, Andrew was sitting at the next table with Devin and Turner. She didn’t want to make Andrew a target, also knowing that Rhys’ plan involved eliminating anyone that stood in his way of taking Arianna by force. Andrew needed to be seen as not a threat.
“All isn’t well in paradise?” Rhys asked, nodding toward Andrew.
“Everything is fine,” Arianna gave a clipped reply. It was hard to look at Rhys and not see the conniving person he really was. Nessa sat down on her other side and smiled. Nessa was her new constant guard when Andrew couldn’t be close. Somehow she had come to some sort of agreement with Arianna’s guards including Devin and Andrew, and Arianna didn’t know what it entailed.
“Hello, Brother,” Nessa said cheerfully. She was much better at playing the game. “Back so soon from your run?” His run was just an excuse to get away from everyone inside the house and contact his people outside of the grounds.
Rhys smiled pleasantly back even though he was seething inside at his sister’s comment. “Since everyone returns today, I thought I should get back early to make sure no one hits on my sister and her new friend.” Always pretending to be the courteous person he was not. Charm rolled off Rhys, but it was fake.
“Are you are ready to fight everyone for Arianna’s sake?” Nessa kept up the pretense that Rhys was going to be the knight in shining armor. Rhys smiled sweetly, but Arianna saw through the deception.
“I don’t believe in forcing any woman to marry against their wishes. That’s just barbaric. Between me and Turner, I am sure we will save you from that fate,” Rhys added. He seemed to be equating his own position with that of one of her keepers.
“And Devin,” Arianna replied. Rhys’ head turned abruptly to her from the stare he was giving his sister.
“Devin?” he asked, more worry in his voice than surprise. “I mean, we’re all glad to see him up and around, but surely he is in no condition to fight. He was mortally wounded not even a week ago. Thankfully, he could be saved. You wouldn’t ask him to strain his body so soon. There’s no reason to do so. I’m sure Turner and I will be enough.” Rhys reassured Arianna. Arianna smiled.
“That’s so kind of you, but I think my chances are better if I have three people fighting for me in the competition,” Arianna replied. Rhys needed to agree to keep up his deception, and Nessa was having fun watching him try to think of another argument.
Rhys pondered a bit in silence before changing the topic, “Have you decided on who the matchups will be?” He was plotting again, and both Arianna and Nessa knew it.
“Not completely. I listed the competitors on the front door while you were out running, but not the order,” Arianna replied, watching to see if Rhys would bolt to the door like Nessa predicted.
“Really, you’ve decided that already?” Rhys feigned disinterest.
“That was the easy part. Matching everyone up is harder.” Arianna pretended like they really didn’t already have a plan. “I’ve been going over everything with my advisors to see who would make the best matches.”
“You should have Nessa help you,” Rhys added. “She’s really good at strategy.” Arianna nodded along with Rhys’ attempt to get more information. She was being as cordial as she could to him. “Well, I’ll leave you ladies to yourselves while I go get cleaned up. It seems like the last person has arrived, and I am sure you’ll want to meet with us all soon.”
Arianna nodded her good-bye. Nessa and Arianna both knew it was a weak excuse to get to the door to see the competitors list.
‘Does he always do that?’
Arianna asked Nessa.
‘What?’
Nessa replied, watching her brother’s figure fade down the hallway. She followed his essence a bit longer to make sure he was really leaving. As expected, he detoured by the front door before going back to his room. Nessa and Arianna both knew why he really had to leave.
‘Tell people what to do without really giving an order.’
Arianna followed his trace before standing. Her guards all stood behind her.
‘Oh yes,’
Nessa replied, following Arianna as they all walked back to her room for one last strategy meeting. Nessa stopped at her door. She couldn’t know the specifics because Rhys was still her king, and she would have to answer him if she knew. She gave Arianna a quick hug.
‘I’m behind you, whatever you decide.’
 

* * * * *
 

After their meeting, Arianna stood once again in front of the men she was learning to hate more each time she saw them. Until now, they were sure that Nik was supporting Rhys, but it was beginning to look like Nik was building his own alliances. Arianna listened into their thoughts a bit, and knew that Choy and Barret were quietly talking to Nik and Rhys, both deciding on which they would join. It wouldn’t be much longer before they either joined them, or made their own team. It was more likely they would all make fake alliances, and then fend for themselves when the time came. Historically, none of them had gotten along, let alone when they were all competing for her. Nik may think he had Rhys fooled, but it didn’t matter. Arianna already knew what people were siding with whom.
Silently, the men conversed with their retainers as they tried to sort everything out. Most of them would not be competing further, and thus wanted to find a way to still get Arianna. Plots were growing thicker from the moment they all returned. The retainers were as much involved as the men competing. Everyone wanted to win Arianna at this point. She really just wanted to walk away from the men and tell them all to go home, but she needed to finish out the tournament. War was growing more inevitable, but Arianna planned to keep her word. She would finish the tournament. This was her way of dealing with the chaos that was her life. Even if war came, and she had to kill people along the way, she didn’t want to be a monster.
Arianna waited for the chatter to die down before she spoke.
“As everyone arrived, they could see our choices for the tournament. Nik Katsulas, Rhys McKinny, Devin Alexander, Turner Winter, and Loan Durand were chosen for the final matches. We will start tomorrow evening with the first competition. You will be matched, and three fights will take place. The tournament winner will be the person who wins the most matches. If there are any ties, we will have extra matches to decide then. It is very simple. The person who wins the most matches, wins the tournament.” Arianna looked from each competitor to the next. She didn’t want to pick either Nik or Rhys, but everyone already felt that, next to Devin, they were the top candidates. If she left them out, she would have to prove a reason why- and being backstabbing twits didn’t count.
“And the sixth competitor?” Jan asked hopefully.
Jan was actually scored right behind Loan, and he seemed to know that much. Arianna had a choice between Jan and Loan. Jan was almost twice her age, and had children only a few years younger than her. Loan was the most decent man of the group there—probably because he was third in line to rule. Loan wasn’t as corrupt as the other men who either already ruled their clans or soon would. She decided to let Loan compete.
All eyes stared at her, waiting and hoping. Each man wanted to be the sixth competitor.
“Oh, that one was easy. Me,” Arianna answered before walking away from the shocked group.



Chapter 23
 

Arianna hadn’t stayed around to sort out all the bickering. No one was happy to know she was in the competition, but, as Gabriel pointed out to the group, every night human clan was allowed to send one competitor. He had decided to send her since she really was the most powerful of them, even if she wasn’t fully trained yet. That just started more bickering all around. Complaints were made about the first tests, and Gabriel patiently explained that Arianna had competed in all of the tests when she demonstrated them, and had won each one. No one argued with that. Arianna was more than happy to just walk away from it all to her own side of the manor.
Andrew was sitting in the open window, gazing outside. It was still night, but soon, the sun would come up. He noticed her enter, but was lost in his own thoughts. He didn’t attend the short meeting with the competitors, as he knew what Arianna was going to say. It was growing harder for him to watch the men fawn over her. Now it was even worse, because he had to let Arianna compete. He wanted to participate and save her, but she insisted that she should be allowed to save herself.
Arianna tentatively reached up and touched his shoulder to get his attention without startling him. Falling from his perch wouldn’t kill him, but she didn’t want him to tumble out the window anyway.
“Thinking too hard there?” she teased lightly. Andrew reached back and pulled her up onto the window ledge beside him.
“I don’t know if I can let you do this,” Andrew replied into her hair as he nuzzled her. Her scent was so familiar now that it calmed him.
“We’ve been over this. I’m ready. I am stronger now. I can do this. You’ve even admitted that much,” Arianna answered. She liked being in his arms, and was willing to fight to keep it that way.
“I know you’re ready, I just don’t know if I can let you do this,” he added again. His hands drifted down her arms, causing goose bumps to appear in their wake. He pulled her closer, partially onto his lap.
“Then what do I do? Hope Devin somehow doesn’t get himself killed this time, or maybe hope Turner is hiding some great ability to defeat Rhys? If I stand any chance at all, it’s by myself.” Arianna was finally ready to take control of her own future. Her new skills made her nearly as strong as the rest of them. If she had just a little more experience, she would be unstoppable.
“And what happens if you get hurt? Then our plans really will fail. We need you to be strong no matter what,” Andrew said, trying to debate with her logically. Arianna scooted off his lap and on to the windowsill beside him.
“Do you not think that I can really do this?” Arianna couldn’t hide the hurt in her voice. Andrew was the one supporter that never failed her. She thought he would always be her rock.
“That’s not what I meant,” Andrew replied, reaching over to pull her back to him. Arianna eased into him. It had been a long week, trying to pretend that they were not as connected as ever in front of Rhys. Everyone agreed it was best to let Rhys think his plan was working, that she was falling for him.
“Then what did you mean?” Arianna asked.
“I’m just upset. There has to be a way for me to enter instead of you,” Andrew replied. Protecting her was his job. He didn’t want her to get hurt and have to just stand by, watching it happen.
“If we entered you at this point, I think we’d have more of an uproar from the contestants. We know they’re already upset that I’m entering. I think the only reason none of them can argue is that they have to allow it as I am technically the head of the family,” Arianna logically explained. “I think your only option is to fight me to take over as head of the family. If you were head, then maybe they’d let you enter instead of me.”
Arianna didn’t really support that option, but she needed to make a point to Andrew. They couldn’t enter him now, even if she wanted to. Every person in the competition was a direct line to the head of their clan. Even Turner was second in line to the lycan clan, behind his brother.
“And that’s a plausible solution,” he sarcastically replied, frustrated that she was right. He would never truly fight her. She would always be the head of the family as long as he was around. Besides, he didn’t want that sort of power, and she knew it.
Arianna turned her head up to look at him. Wrapping her arms around him, she pulled his head down so that she could kiss him. It was sweet that he worried so much. Arianna appreciated everyone’s concern, but she had one chance now to be free, and she wouldn’t screw it up. Andrew sighed as she pulled back.
“I can do this Andrew. I have the strength, and now the ability, to fight evenly with these men. I need to prove to them that I am in charge. I need to prove it to me,” she added a bit more quietly. “I get to decide my fate, not someone else.”
“I believe in you,” he whispered, rubbing his nose to hers as they sat forehead to forehead. It was all Arianna ever wanted to hear.
 

* * * * *
 

The new fighting pit was outside, and bleachers lined the much larger area. The pit dwarfed the much smaller fighting circle in the training room, but for a reason. These fights were meant to be more spectacular for the audience. The square was bigger, at least forty feet across, maybe more. The ground was raked flat since it was outside terrain, unlike the polished wood floor inside. The new area would add to the fights, and thus they would be longer. It would be a trial of strength, and all the competitors were ready.
For the first few matches, there would be no spectators, but there would be a non-partial judge: the wurdulac head, Serge Moro. From what all the competitors knew, Moro’s clan resided in North America, but they didn’t hold any more land than the area their houses now sat on. Several races of night humans were in the same position, no longer powerful enough to compete with the top thirteen clans. In the last war between the clans, those that were too small to help fight for either side were ignored when territories were redrawn. With no land and no power, the wurdulac were no threat, and a completely impartial judge for the competition. At least that was what every man there beyond Arianna’s own thought. Little did the thirteen clans know that the clans without power were all in agreement in supporting Arianna, for she would be able to bring change back to them. Arianna was predicted to be the great equalizer of the clans, and Nessa had shown her the key to doing so.
Arianna sat in one section of the bleachers with Andrew, Thomas, and her guards. Everyone arrived shortly after she did, like moths drawn to light. They were constantly searching and following her around, even if they knew the meeting time was more than ten minutes away. None of them beyond Rhys knew why this new feeling came from them. Even their retainers could not understand it. They all had changed their minds and wanted to actually win over Arianna’s heart, not just her blood. She tried to ignore them as best she could, but they were all a bit like love-sick puppies as they eagerly waited for her to pat them on the head and say “good job.” Arianna counted the men as they arrived, and not a single person was missing. Once she was certain they were all there, she stood and walked in front of them. She had expressed to Thomas once about feeling crushed by love, but this was exactly what she felt as all the men stared back adoringly.
“I’d like to introduce everyone to Serge Moro. He is here from the wurdulac family to judge the competition, in case we don’t have a definite winner.”
By now no one needed an explanation. This was the one part of the competition that was tradition, and there was nothing Arianna could do to change that. She nodded to Serge, who came and stood before the group of competitors and their retainers. Even with him by her side, none of the men looked over to gauge the older man. She was everything in their eyes. Arianna wanted to find a cave to hide in, but instead had to settle for returning to her seat. She would have to feel the stares on her back instead of her face.
“Welcome everyone. I will be the judge for this competition. My name is Serge Moro. I’m the head of the wurdulac family. We hold no lands and thus will be impartial to this competition as we have no stake in any clan winning.” Serge paused to see if anyone would object. Not a single person found anything wrong with him for the choice. “This is to be a fair fight. The rules are that any technique can be used except for a kill shot. If you maim your opponent they must concede loss. If you feel you cannot compete, you concede a loss. At any moment, either player can voluntarily quit or I may choose to end the fight. Points are awarded based on hits. There is a ten minute time limit. If I feel one person is too far ahead of the other, I will call the match,” Serge paced the competition floor as he talked. The competitors all nodded. They knew the rules better than anyone; their ancestors had made them.
“To keep things on the fair side, we will draw names instead of having a set lineup,” Serge continued. All the men tried to half watch him, but they were really watching Arianna out of the corner of their eyes. Even her competition was watching, except for Devin, who could sense her almost as easily as Andrew. “Arianna will draw the first name. My lady, are you ready?” Serge looked as worried as Andrew had been before.
Arianna stood and pulled off her bulky sweatshirt before walking over to Serge. She sensed the men watch her and the pleasure they had at her competing. She was dressed head to toe in her training gear and was sure that was now part of the draw, as the tight-knit material left very little to the imagination. There was nothing she could do about that as she needed the complete ability to move to fight properly. Arianna wasn’t worried about the competition. Turner and Devin would refuse to fight her, giving her two easy wins. Arianna reached the table and took a card and handed it to Serge before going over to one side of the fighting area.
“Loan Durand,” Serge read. Loan stood and moved to the other side. Serge looked over to Arianna and could not judge her reaction to the draw. He was willing to call any match on her behalf.
Arianna took a deep breath. She wasn’t staring at her competition, but at Devin and Andrew, who were now sitting next to each other. They were both giving her silent, last-minute advice. Saying she wanted to fight for her own freedom was completely different than standing across from her first competitor. At least with Devin or Turner, she would know their fighting style even if they didn’t fight. Loan’s dark eyes just smiled back at her. She thought she’d be scared, eyeing over a man that would be soon attacking her, but she was not. Loan was radiating nothing but happiness. There wasn’t a hint of fight in him. She was more confused than scared.
“Do you have any questions?” Serge looked first to Arianna, and then to Loan, who both shook their heads no. Then Serge looked to the other competitors. No one had a question.
“Then we will begin. Opponents, take your mark,” Serge directed, and Arianna did not move. She was already standing on one of the bright red lines on the ground. Loan moved to his spot. “You may begin.”
Adrenaline coursed through Arianna’s veins as she experienced the nervousness of her family affecting her, along with her own edginess. They all feared for her. Only Andrew sat still, completely confident in her ability. Arianna fed on his confidence. If Andrew believed in her, then she would believe in herself. He didn’t smile, but his worry was gone. She could fight Loan and win. Arianna looked over to Loan and waited for him to attack. She didn’t want to make the first move. Loan didn’t move to attack, instead he smiled and bowed his head to her.
“I concede defeat,” Loan said loudly to the crowd that was all holding their breath.
Arianna looked up in shock as Serge nodded. She had won the match without having to throw a single punch. Loan walked the distance between them slowly. Reaching her, he bowed down and picked up her hand to kiss it. As her hand was close to his mouth, he paused.
“A true gentleman never hits a lady,” he said, quietly enough for only her to hear, a slightly southern twang to his voice. “My momma raised me with manners, and I won’t disappoint her, or the lady I plan to marry and bring home.” Loan kissed her hand, and walked back to the stands.
“Win to Arianna,” Serge replied, nodding to her to take her seat.
Arianna would not compete again until the second matches later in the day. She already had one win now and was one spot closer to her own freedom. She returned to her seat in front of Andrew, and his knees rubbed against her back. Everyone around her let out a collective sigh of relief when she returned to them unharmed. Arianna allowed the comfort of Andrew’s touch sooth her nerves. It had happened so fast. She had been ready to fight. Thomas handed her sweatshirt to her, and she was glad to put it back on as a protective barrier from the stares of the men around her.
“Devin Alexander,” Serge called.
Devin rose and walked to Serge to take a card. Devin smiled as he read the name and handed it back. Devin wasn’t one to show emotion often, so the eagerness from him made Arianna wonder who he had drawn.
“Brenton Winter,” Serge read, and Arianna knew why Devin was happy. The best friends were looking forward to this fight just for the fun of it.
“Go easy on him,” Andrew teased from behind Arianna as Turner stood. “You know he’s still recovering.” Turner laughed. Going easy on Devin was never part of the plan. He’d take any advantage he could. They were pretty much evenly matched, but Devin still won the majority of the time.
“I’ll go as easy on him as he will on me,” Turner replied. Devin grinned from across the floor. Yep, he planned to go just as easy on Turner, if that was what it was called when they sparred. “What? No mojo?” Turner asked as Devin threw his coat to Gabriel on the sidelines. Turner had gotten in the habit of calling Lord Randolph’s blood “mojo.”
“Nah, I figured I can do this one without. Maybe this afternoon, but I don’t think my opponent now wants me to beat him so quickly that he’ll get embarrassed in front of the lady,” Devin replied, taunting Turner.
“The only one who will end up embarrassed will be you,” Turner replied. “But I don’t mind. Your loss, not mine.” Turner lined up on his mark across from Devin.
“Begin,” Serge said, interrupting the trash talking.
Turner charged across the pit to land his first blow, which Devin easily blocked. Turner smiled as he backed up to try again. Without Devin using night human blood, it was obvious that Turner didn’t plan to transform either. It was strategically better this way, as no one would get a good idea how either fought with night human blood in them. Gabriel stood on the sidelines, watching the fight and mentally talking to each guy. He was doing his best to protect Devin who was, contrary to what he told everyone, not completely better. Turner attacked again, and Devin knew exactly how he was going to move. This time he used Turner’s momentum to score a point for himself.
Arianna observed as the flag was raised each time Devin touched Turner. Turner was scoring a few points here and there also, but it was obvious to everyone watching that Devin would win. Arianna searched Turner’s feelings and was surprised to find he wasn’t even mad. The old Turner would have been starting to break now, knowing that he was losing, but the new Turner was controlled, and actually enjoying the match. Quickly, the ten minutes ended with two very winded keepers returning to Arianna’s side. Neither had taken out the other, but that was never their intent. When one was coming close to landing a final blow, Gabriel would tell the other.
“Match to Devin Alexander,” Serge reported, scribbling in the notebook where he was keeping the official record. “Last two competitors,” Serge said finally looking up from his book. “Rhys McKinny and Nik Katsulas.”
Both men stood, and Rhys purposely bumped into Nik on his way to his line on the floor. Something was said between them, but Arianna couldn’t make out the exact words. She tried to understand what Rhys kept saying under his breath as he moved to his spot. Sidhe magic was too new for Arianna to learn. They were words Arianna couldn’t understand. Nessa sat behind her brother in his spot as his retainer and could hear everything clearer. Arianna looked to Nessa for an explanation.
‘He just cursed him,’
Nessa told Arianna, who was still staring at Rhys.
‘In Gaelic.’
Arianna nodded her head. That would explain why she couldn’t understand what he had said.
‘Nik doesn’t stand a chance now. He should have just agreed to not fight like my brother told him. Rhys wanted an easy win. Now Nik is going to find out the painful way why you don’t go against what Rhys says,’
Nessa explained more, hinting at the evil truth behind her brother’s rule.
‘So what? Rhys will always win just because he can do magic?’
Arianna asked as Nik walked to his spot. From the way Nessa talked, Nik didn’t stand a chance now.
‘No, he needed to touch Nik to activate the curse. Most sidhe magic has to be done by touching someone or setting up a spell. That all takes time. Just stay away from my brother when he is calm, and you’ll be fine. Once he’s fighting, he doesn’t have time to set traps. That’s all done beforehand,’
Nessa explained, never taking her eyes from her brother.
“Ready?” Serge asked. Nik and Rhys both nodded. “Begin.”
Instantly each man transformed into his night human form. The anticipation in the crowd of men watching grew at the sight. Now they’d see a real fight. Nik’s hair grew redder, and his normally almost black eyes were flecked with a greenish blue now. Rhys, on the other hand, didn’t change physically, but somehow become even more beautiful than he already was. He almost glowed enticingly in the dim light of the competition floor. Most of the people identified the physical changes, but now with her new senses, Arianna saw the hidden changes as well. Rhys was internally stronger, his rib cage fusing to form an internal shield around his heart, which limited the most direct way to kill a sidhe. Rhys didn’t move as Nik began his attack. Nik ran across the field and hit Rhys directly across the body, cutting through his shirt and skin from left shoulder to right hip with his long poisoned claws. Arianna gasped at the brutality, even though she should have been used to it by now. It shocked her even more that Rhys hadn’t even moved. He was a completely still target.
Nik fell to his knees instantly as blood dripped from him, letting out a horrific scream. No one knew where to look. Rhys shirt was ripped, but no blood came from him where the cut should have been. He stood tall. Rhys was completely fine. He didn’t even move. He just smiled.
“I think that’s the match,” Rhys said to Serge. Serge looked back to Nik who was on the ground, bleeding profusely and unable to stand. “And don’t blame me. I wasn’t the one going for a kill shot.”
“Match to Rhys,” Serge said. “Someone get in there and fix that boy up. We still have more matches to get done today.”
Polo ran across the field to his brother. Carefully he pulled the shirt off. Nik was cut exactly where he had hit Rhys. The wound was deep, but not life threatening. Arianna looked back to Rhys, who was unconcerned with the injured man on the ground. His ally’s health did not worry him. Rhys had told Nik not to actually fight him, but to give him the match. Nik didn’t listen, and this was his punishment. Polo placed a salve across the wound, which began to knit back together before he helped his brother stand.
“That’s the first round. We will have a second round after lunch,” Serge replied. “Arianna, Devin, and Rhys are all tied for first place with one win each.”



Chapter 24
 

After eating and resting a bit, everyone returned back to the fighting grounds. Again the men watching and competing were the only audience. The thought of a real audience was actually starting to scare Arianna more than the competition after the earlier, easy, win. Everyone would come and gawk. She didn’t find fighting a sport, but the people waiting couldn’t wait to come on to the grounds to see everything. There would be even more pressure to fight in front of them.
Arianna’s guards were posted all around the estate, but the people she had transformed in the past week were near the grounds. If Rhys planned to make a move during the fighting, she had to be prepared. They weren’t sure when Rhys planned to make his move. He’d been smart enough, so far, to not trust his sister in telling her all the details. At least Arianna hoped he would give Nessa a little bit of a warning before striking, but either way Arianna was ready for that fight. It was just much harder now, pretending she didn’t have powers that she did now. If the men sitting around watching knew what was going on, her plans could be derailed.
“Arianna, will you please start the choices again?” Serge asked, waving her forward.
Arianna leaned back momentarily against Andrew’s knees, trying to give him a sense that she would be all right. He was confident in her ability, but after Rhys’ display he worried that the sidhe would go for blood, no matter what he felt for her. With Loan done, Arianna had a fifty-fifty chance of drawing Devin or Turner now. It was just that Andrew didn’t like the odds that she would draw Nik or Rhys. Both coveted her too much to back down from a fight and take a loss. They understood that their loss would be her gain, and possible freedom. While Rhys was still somewhat delusional that he would be winning Arianna over regardless of the fight, Nik’s only chance stood in winning the competition, and he was already one loss down.
Arianna took the card and glanced at it before handing it to Serge. She sent calm vibes to Andrew, and he immediately relaxed from his tense, ready-to-spring-across-the-grounds-and-whisk-her-away state of panic that was starting to set in.
“Devin,” Serge read for the crowd. Arianna felt the disappointment all around. Again, she wouldn’t be fighting. Devin couldn’t fight her even if he wanted to. He was bound to her as Turner was, and they could not, as keepers, fight her.
Arianna stood on her line and waited. Devin didn’t even rise from his seat as he called out. “Match to Arianna.” Serge nodded and marked it down in his book.
“You could have at least stood to meet me,” Arianna teased, jogging back across the fighting area and sitting back down next to Devin.
Devin smiled. “And what, walk all the way over there? You’re asking a man, who was recently on his deathbed to exert unnecessary energy. I’m tired and ready for bed. No need to waste any more energy than needed.”
Arianna playfully punched his arm. She saw beyond the teasing, but pretended not to. It wasn’t like Devin to be so lighthearted. He was also relived that he didn’t need to actually fight this time around. It meant one more day of rest before he would have to test how much better he had gotten since the attack.
“I made him use too much energy,” Turner remarked from beside her.
Arianna leaned her head on Turner’s shoulder. All this talk of sleep was getting to her. She was tired, too, from not sleeping well for the past few days, but happy to be surrounded by her friends. They kept her from going crazy from all the stares of the other men. It was beginning to freak her out, but Turner, Devin, Thomas and Andrew all formed a protective cocoon around her. They were just what she needed.
“Brenton,” Serge called to Turner. “You’re next.”
“Be right back,” Turner said, kissing the top of Arianna’s head and earning a stand full of growls from the other men competing. Turner didn’t even notice or, rather, didn’t care. Reaching Serge, he took the card, looked at it, and gave it back to him.
“Nik,” Serge read. Everyone watched Nik stand, looking for lasting effects from the previous match. Serge wasn’t about to let him fight if he appeared to be too hurt.
Nik walked back to his own mark, facing Turner. His injury was wrapped and beginning to heal, but after tasting his blood, she could sense that it was still leaking beneath the tight wrappings. He didn’t show any weakness in front of the group, but his brother’s face was etched with worry. Polo smelled his brother’s blood as well. Arianna wanted to tell Turner to go easy on Nik, but she also wanted Turner to win no matter what.
Turner didn’t wait to be told to start before he transformed into his intermediate wolf form. It wasn’t a full moon, and he would be limited to the partial transformation. The lycan could only transform into a full wolf on the full moon. It wouldn’t matter much beyond the power that his full wolf had. In partial transformation, Turner was a fighter to reckon with, as most of his training was done in partial wolf form, anyway. The men watching seemed to be impressed by the young wolf, as his partial transformation was only a step away from complete. Not many lycan could transform so far between full moons. Turner was, in his own right, an impressive night human.
Nik waited until Serge was ready before entering his own night human form. While he wasn’t as pale as the dearg-dul, nor as beautiful, the dearg-dul were the closest night human form to the vrykolakas. Both had been the images used for years to depict the undead. His flesh smoothed, and his form grew only a few inches, but his sight was impeccable in this form. Now, thanks to his blood, so was Arianna’s. She knew that the bindings wouldn’t hold long. Nik wouldn’t last ten minutes. He was still injured, but that wouldn’t stop him. Nik’s teeth grew, and his face became grotesque with fine, but fearsome, features.
“Begin,” Serge commanded.
Turner didn’t wait for Nik to move as he flew across the floor. It was strike or be hit. Turner landed the first blow, but Nik turned to take the majority of the punch to his shoulder and not to his injured chest. Turner was going for his wounded chest. Arianna wanted to turn away. It didn’t seem fair. She knew how hurt Nik really was beneath his bandages. Nik wasn’t throwing too many hits in return, but doing his best to protect the injury that he was too proud to admit. Again and again, Turner attacked. Sometimes landing a direct hit, although not where he was aiming. The rest were blocked. After two minutes, Turner had more than three times the score than Nik, who was bleeding profusely under the wrappings across his chest.
Arianna turned to Polo, who was no longer watching the match.
‘Call it,’
Arianna told him mentally. Polo looked up to her. He was scared and defeated. Retainers each held the ability to call a match if they feared their competitor would die.
‘He won’t let me,’
Polo replied. He was begging her with his eyes to do it for him.
‘Each minute he’s out there it’s getting worse,’
Arianna tried to reason with Polo as Nik took another blow that forced him to the ground. The blood was seeping through layers of his dressing. Soon it would show through his shirt. Arianna already smelled twice as much blood than she had a minute ago, and it was getting worse. Even without another hit, the blood would be seeping out soon
‘And if I stop the match, he will kill me,’
Polo replied.
‘Turner, keep him moving, but don’t hit him. Another direct hit may kill him. We don’t need to start a war with the Katsulas family,’
Arianna quickly told Turner as he dodged a blow. Nik was getting slower and sloppier with his punches.
‘And so I just dance with him? Just call the match,’
Turner replied, moving to the far end of the fighting grounds. He couldn’t refuse Arianna’s order, but also couldn’t fake fighting without at least hitting his opponent.
‘I can’t. I can tell he’s losing blood because I can sense it as easily as I can smell yours. How do I explain that? We have to wait for it to show through the bandages.’
Arianna winced as Nik tried to attack, and Turner dodged it yet again, causing Nik to fly to the ground. The force of the ground was enough to press the bleeding through part of the white bandage. Arianna immediately stood.
“Match is done,” she called out, and ignored the glare from Nik. He was slowly pushing himself up from the ground. Obviously, he was in a large amount of pain, but pride kept him from admitting it. Even injured, Nik was still the sour-faced, spoiled brat he had been since she met first him.
“On what grounds?” Nik asked, now glaring at Polo, who wasn’t stopping Arianna.
“On the grounds that no one will be dying while I am watching these matches,” Arianna replied, nodding to Serge. “And since these are my games, I can make whatever additional rules I want.” She added before the extra men there complained. They were all ready to plead their argument for the match to continue. Anticipation rolled off them at the thought that Nik would die. Not a single night human there wanted to stop the match.
“Mr. Winter is the winner,” Serge added to signify that the match was complete.
Polo rushed to the field to take his brother away for a second time that day. Nik fell back to his knees, and Polo had to staunch the bleeding. The men around her were all disappointed at the outcome. Nik was still alive. Rhys’ eyes were upon her. He was filled with curiosity over why she would help Nik. Arianna nodded to Polo, who helped his brother more. Polo was grateful at her saving his brother’s life, and the feeling of appreciation poured off him. Arianna smiled and nodded again. Quickly, Rhys’ feelings changed from curiosity to anger. Why was she smiling at another night human?
‘Andrew,’
Arianna didn’t turn around as she talked to him. She felt Rhys’ anger grow. Loan was not a good enough fighter to stand up to Rhys when Rhys was in a good mood. Arianna had no idea what Rhys would do when he was in a bad mood.
‘Help Loan, or he will die at Rhys hand.’
Andrew stood as the men all watched Nik and Polo on the field. Turner joined Arianna, huffing from the exertion of the fight, or rather, the exertion of the running around he had needed to do at the end. Andrew stopped beside Loan, who was talking to his retainer and getting ready for his fight. Andrew slipped a vial into Loan’s hand and disappeared before the night human could even ask why.
‘Stay away from Rhys before the match,’
Arianna said to Loan. Loan’s head snapped up at her voice.
‘How can you talk to me like this?’
Loan asked.
‘I drank your blood to decide who was stronger in the second test. I have better sense than any test,’
Arianna gave a lame excuse she hoped Loan would buy.
‘Just a vial of blood can make you able to communicate with other night humans?’
Loan asked, not even suspicious, but more in awe than anything.
‘Yes, just a vial gives me access to talk to other night humans,’
Arianna replied. Loan swiftly scanned his mind for any silent communication that would have embarrassed him. He was the only one of the men at the competition that was worried about being embarrassed, not worried that she would know they were plotting, because he had yet to join the various groups forming with Rhys at the head of most of them.
‘And this?’
Loan asked about the vial in his hand.
‘The only chance you have to stay alive during this fight,’
Arianna replied. Loan started to look her way, so she quickly added,
‘my blood.’
Loan froze in his movements, unsure if he heard her correctly.
“Mr. Duran and Mr. McKinny,” Serge interrupted their conversation as Nik was finally cleared from the field, and Andrew was safely tucked behind Arianna, listening in on her conversation with Loan.
‘Don’t go near him,’
Arianna warned, as Loan stood to move to the far side of the ring, intent on walking right by Rhys.
‘He can curse you like Nik if he can touch you.’
‘Shoot,’
Loan replied.
‘Then how do I fight him?’
Loan trusted Arianna unquestioningly and veered away from Rhys.
‘He can’t curse you during a fight; he does that before. Just don’t go near him now as you walk,’
Arianna directed Loan. Loan glanced in his hand as his retainer talked to him.
‘The vial is edible. Just break it in your mouth, and no one will know you have my blood.’
Loan took his spot across from Rhys, and popped the blood vial into his mouth, transforming at the same time. The men in the audience all gasped, assuming the increased strength was his, not that he had Arianna’s blood. In the preliminary exhibition, Loan had never shown that kind of power, but now all the men appreciated that he had been chosen for the final matches.
“Does he stand a chance?” Loan’s retainer asked, standing behind Arianna.
“No,” Arianna replied, as the match started. Loan stared at Rhys while Rhys stared at him, neither one in a hurry. The outcome had already been determined once Rhys got pissed off. Rhys was now out to cause pain.



Chapter 25
 

Arianna was happy to be leaving the matches after Rhys beat Loan unmercifully. The much younger Loan never stood a chance, but with Arianna’s blood within him, he saw through the illusions and was able to protect himself as Rhys beat on him. The sidhe king was an expert fighter, and Arianna cringed with each hit. Rhys was inflicting intense internal damage without leaving outward marks, which would cause the match to end. He wanted to draw out Loan’s torture. It wasn’t that Rhys was necessarily upset with Loan. He didn’t suspect that Loan had Arianna’s blood. Rhys was angry at the rest of the men, including Nik Katsulas, who didn’t seem to get the hint: the only reason Nik was still alive was a promise. Loan’s retainer let the match go for only four minutes before he called it, worried about his charge as much as Arianna was.
The anger radiated off Andrew as they made it back to her room. In the other direction, Nessa followed a few steps behind her brother, who was just as furious. The exertion from the match had done nothing to calm Rhys down.
“There has to be something I can do,” Andrew said when they were finally alone in Arianna’s room. “You got lucky today, but I doubt neither Rhys nor Nik will be as kind.” Andrew still wanted to protect her, and had no way to do so.
“Bind,” Nessa said, magically appearing from the open window. Arianna and Andrew already sensed her coming, so neither was surprised when she finally showed up.
Arianna turned to Andrew. It was obvious he had called Nessa in for help. Rhys was her brother, after all. If anyone knew how to beat him, she would. Nessa tossed a small book to Andrew. Andrew caught it and read the cover.
“And that is?” Arianna asked, frustrated that this new world of hers had its own set of rules which often left her feeling one step behind everyone else.
“Would such an archaic practice work?” Andrew asked, obviously understanding what Nessa meant, even though Arianna did not. Neither explained it to Arianna.
“I don’t know, but it’s her best shot. If you bind, she should be able to share strength and experience,” Nessa added. Arianna liked the sound of that, but still didn’t know what it meant.
“Experience?” Devin asked from the doorway, always aware of the goings-on around Arianna. He was obviously upset at Nessa for her suggestion. “I’ve heard that can happen, but not all the time. Sometimes bindings cause power to diminish. Maybe you’re setting her up to fail. How can you be sure it will happen one way and not the other?” Devin’s rapid-fire questions didn’t seem to fluster Nessa at all.
“We can’t be sure,” Nessa responded honestly, not caring for the insinuation that she was there for any reason other than to help Arianna. Nessa had proven her worth to Arianna, and couldn’t see what she had ever done to upset Devin.
“And then what, have her bind, lose her power and be unable fight at all? Even better, suggest she bind to Andrew, the only night human here that could actually beat your brother. That way you’ve killed two birds with one stone. Maybe the binding will take his power away. Such a devoted sister,” Devin sneered. His anger was leaking out of him. Arianna glanced between them. Nessa was obviously getting just as mad.
“Do you think I’d suggest anything that would hurt Arianna? If I truly thought the binding would lessen her power, I wouldn’t suggest it. Andrew called me for help. This is the best I can do.” Nessa’s dark, curly hair bounced as she talked. She was just as ready to pounce across the room at Devin as he was at her. It was obvious that there was no love shared between them.
“Lessen?” Andrew asked, pulling the conversation back to where he wanted it.
“Theoretically, a binding is to combine strength,” Devin replied, in his textbook-explanation tone. “But every so often, when there is a great difference in power, it doesn’t strengthen the one with more power, but weakens them instead. There have only been a few recorded cases of this happening, but it does happen. That’s why I didn’t suggest it earlier.”
“Really? And your undying love for Arianna had nothing to do with it?” Nessa replied, now sitting beside Arianna, trying to keep calm and not strangle Devin. He was trying to stop the best chance Nessa had found for Arianna. “You want us to believe that there wasn’t an ulterior motive, such as you don’t want the love of your life bound to someone else for eternity, and never being able to take her back.” Devin was now fuming and looked like he was ready to lunge across the room.
“There were no other reasons?” Andrew asked, looking only at Devin for confirmation that Nessa was just being vindictive.
“Nothing has changed,” Devin answered, staring daggers at Nessa.
“Sounds to me like he’s changed his mind,” Nessa flipped a few curls over her shoulder, getting impatient at the debate. Devin’s loyalty was admirable, but right now his personal feelings were getting in the way. Nessa and Andrew both knew the truth.
Devin glared over at Nessa. “And you don’t think maybe the sidhe here has other alternatives to helping you? Maybe she wants to weaken you?” Devin accused. Arianna watched from her spot on the couch. Emotions were roiling off Devin. It was odd to see the doors crack open and emotion come out, even if it was anger.
“Nessa is helping us,” Arianna replied, now receiving a glare from Devin.
“So she says,” Devin responded. “And what does she have to gain from you going free?”
“What does she have to gain from her brother winning me?” Arianna replied just as quickly.
“Umm, let’s see, maybe her freedom?” Devin replied.
“She will already get that. She had to pretend to be her brother and move on to the next round. She did that, and now she can be free. And the law that everyone signed means she can’t be forced to marry,” Arianna tried to explain. Nessa had no motive to hurt Arianna.
“Is that the story?” Devin asked Arianna, but he stared directly at Nessa. “What about the fiancé your family already arranged for you back home? Can you leave him now that you did a good job for your brother?”
Nessa didn’t reply to Devin’s jeer. Arianna already had seen inside Nessa’s mind. Nessa would not marry the man that had been chosen for her, no matter what Devin thought. Turning back to Arianna, Nessa continued to talk. “The binding cases where people lost strength were all when a night human bound to a day human. There has never been a recorded case where a night human lost strength when bound to another night human.”
“You’ve each pled your case,” Andrew added, hoping to help stifle the anger in the room.
“What exactly is a binding?” Arianna asked, looking from person to person.
“That, he should discuss with you,” Nessa pointed to Andrew before walking to the doorway where Devin stood. She wasn’t as angry now. Andrew was right. She had pled her case. “We don’t need to be a part of this discussion.” Nessa shooed Devin back, and, surprisingly, he let her. He had presented his case equally well.
“Care to walk me back to my room, in case I decide to plot more against you?” Nessa sarcastically added. Devin huffed, and followed behind her.
“Please think about everything carefully,” Devin added before leaving.
Andrew stood and followed them both to the doorway. They were walking down the hallway side-by-side, neither talking, but still just as mad at each other. And maybe a little something else. Andrew smiled as he shut the door. Maybe Devin had the ability to show emotion all along, he just needed the right person to pull it out of him.
Andrew shimmered back to the couch to be beside Arianna in an instant. He was happy with the new idea, and anticipation poured off him. He had never heard of anyone doing bindings recently, but the thought that he could bind Arianna to himself forever was a great idea. He liked even more the idea that she would gain his experience. He would never have to worry about her in a fight again. They would be unstoppable. His worry was completely gone.
“Explain,” Arianna said, crossing her arms and staring at him as he tried to take her hands in his own. “Details, now.” Andrew smiled slyly and snuck his hand into her hand anyway.
“Before the clans were divided so completely against each other, to cross species, people would bind to each other instead of just getting married and seeing what type of night human their child would be. It was said that if the gods looked favorably upon the binding, you would be joined in body and mind. People thought it was a way to get their children to have both their traits,” Andrew explained, wanting to get on with the actual binding.
“And did it work?” Arianna asked.
“No, but the people who did bind claimed to be able to use each other’s power and strength. If Nessa is correct, by binding, you would fight tomorrow using my experience. It may actually work. This might be the way that I can help you,” Andrew answered.
“Why didn’t Devin tell me this before?” Arianna relaxed her crossed arms and let Andrew take both her hands.
“Because, even though you’re a purebred night human, and can take lots of keepers, you can only bind to one person.” Andrew waited, holding his breath. She would have to choose, and never go back on her decision. She had chosen him the day they jumped off the train to come to this competition, but he still detected something in her when she looked at Devin, too.
“Shouldn’t that be my mate, then?” Arianna replied, unsure why Andrew was so worried.
“Me or Devin?” Andrew played with her fingers as he waited for a response. For once in his life, he was completely uncertain. It didn’t matter how much he loved Arianna and wanted to be beside her forever. It was still her choice. She could always pick Devin.
“Do you have to ask?” she replied, pulling her hand from his. Sadness filled the air as Andrew couldn’t help his emotions from showing. Arianna reached up and gently stroked his face. “You’re my mate, not Devin.” Relief hit Arianna instantly as Andrew’s arms snaked around her, pulling her into a tight but gentle hug.
“I was hoping you’d say that,” Andrew whispered into her hair, not letting go of her.
“Did you expect me not to?” Arianna gave a muffled reply.
“Honestly?” Andrew let go a bit so that she could pull back and see his face. “I didn’t know. I wanted you to choose me, but…” He trailed off the thought. Arianna waited for him to finish. “Devin sort of made the choice for you last month when he told you to choose me. I figured maybe there was something still there, and you still wanted him.” Devin had told Arianna to choose Andrew, but it was still her choice.
“I choose you, Andrew Lucan, as long as you want me,” Arianna replied.
Andrew answered with a kiss that made Arianna tingle all the way down to her toes.
“Now, how do we do this binding thingy?” Arianna asked, as Andrew pulled back and smiled at her.
“Not really sure.” Andrew picked up the book from the couch. “Ready to be stuck with me forever? You know, forever is a long time…” Arianna scooted closer to him and pulled his face down to meet hers.
They sat nose to nose, staring into each other’s eyes for a moment. “I couldn’t think of a better person to be stuck to forever.” Andrew leaned forward to kiss her again, before reluctantly pulling away. He opened the small book and skimmed through it while Arianna watched.
“Sixteen pages?” Arianna asked as he shut the book.
“Not much explaining needed,” Andrew replied. “It’s basically going through the steps of making someone into a night human that’s already night human. I’m surprised more people don’t bind by accident.”
Arianna still didn’t know exactly how to make a night human, but then again it didn’t matter as she never planned to do so. She looked up expectantly at Andrew for more of an explanation.
“And that is?” she asked when he didn’t explain.
“I feed you some of my blood, and then drink your blood. And then you do the same. It has to happen quickly, in a matter of minutes. Something about our blood mixing in each of us at the same time. The process that makes night humans can equally bind someone if both people do it,” Andrew explained, still waiting for her to go running and screaming from him.
Arianna smiled. “Sounds easy enough. Ready to be caught by me forever?” Arianna took his hand and nicked his finger with her now sharp, night human teeth. After taking some blood, she turned her head to expose her neck. Andrew just stared at her. He didn’t think his dreams would ever become a reality. He’d never fed on an awake person before, and now he could. While he had wishful thoughts, it was never in his plans to actually have Arianna bound to him forever. The road to get there had been rough, and Andrew was in awe of his life taking turn after turn toward what he had always dreamed of.
“Second thoughts?” Arianna asked, turning back to him, where he sat and stared at her with a goofy grin on his face.
“Never,” he replied, moving in to finally bite her.



Chapter 26
 

The next day, Arianna stood by, watching the matches. Two fights were done, and there were three more to go to finish this ridiculous competition for her hand in marriage. As it currently stood, with two people forfeiting to Arianna, she was tied with Rhys for first place with two wins each. Devin and Turner each had a win, leaving both Loan and Nik with none. It angered Nik, but Loan didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he was taking it all quite nicely even though his retainer yelled at him. Today would be two fights and tomorrow would be the final match, and any tie-breaker matches that were necessary, in front of a crowd.
Each day, more people gathered outside the estate. There hadn’t been a high-level tournament for decades, and everyone was anxious to see how it turned out, even the people whose Lords were no longer competing. Daily, Nessa had been secretly leaving the estate to find the people who supported Arianna. When the final match came, there would be no easy winner. Nessa had informed them all at the start of the tournament that no matter the outcome, Rhys planned to leave the estate with Arianna. Nessa returned, and Rhys didn’t even notice the difference. She had been lying to him for so many years, nothing changed for them. Nessa slipped behind her brother as they waited for everything to begin.
“Miss Arianna,” Serge called from his seat at the side of the ring. “Your choice.”
Arianna stood and walked over to the cards. Only three choices and only one she wished to actually draw. Arianna took the card and smiled as she handed it back. She grinned over at Turner and wiggled her finger at him as she took her mark, and Serge looked at the card.
“Mr. Winter,” Serge announced.
Turner grinned as he entered the ring. Energy poured off of Arianna, and she was in a good mood. Part of him wanted to get a good sparring match in, but he knew better than to even try. Devin would kill him if he didn’t bow out now. Turner nodded his head, and dipped to his knee.
“Match to Arianna,” he announced. Arianna pouted at Turner and jogged back across the ring. She ran her hand through his hair as she ran by.
The binding had been successful, and she wanted to try it out. Having both Andrew’s reflexes and her power was exhilarating. It coursed through her veins. Andrew’s strategies were playing through her mind, and she’d already had a plan of how to defeat Turner even though she knew he wasn’t going to fight her. The best part of it all, though, was the constant connection to Andrew, which made life easier. She no longer had to keep track of him while watching things around her. It was like his presence was an appendage of herself. Nessa was correct again. Binding to Andrew was the smartest thing she could have done. It instantly made Arianna able to beat anyone there.
“Mr. Durand,” Serge called the next competitor. Serge was already ready for Loan as he knew, along with everyone else, that Turner would not fight Arianna.
Loan took a card and didn’t even look at it before going over to his mark. He was still healing from his match the day before, and knew now that Arianna’s blood was the only thing that had kept him alive. She’d already seen that he would lose the match and would need the power upgrade to just survive. Loan winced as he turned slightly to catch Rhys in his peripheral vision. Rhys was smiling at the pain it took to move. Loan’s retainer likewise saw the pain, and immediately stepped up before the competitor’s name was called.
“Loan will be out the remainder of the tournament,” his retainer announced.
Loan looked back at the older man. He had been yelling at him for the past hour about how he had disgraced his clan by not doing better against Rhys, and now he was pulling him out. Serge looked up to the retainer standing in front of him and nodded. Anyone there could see that Loan, while being able to walk and move, was still severely injured.
“Match to Mr. Katsulas,” Serge announced. Nik had gotten his win, but he was obviously not happy about it.
Loan nodded to Arianna as his retainer handed him another capsule of her blood, and they made the slow trek back to the manor. If she gave him any more blood, she risked changing him like she did everyone else, but she also knew that Loan didn’t deserve the beating he got from Rhys.
‘Thank you,’
he said mentally to Arianna.
‘Heal,’
Arianna replied.
‘I don’t need the death of a future clan leader on my hands.’
Loan smiled slightly and bowed his head to Arianna as he passed.
‘My life is yours to command,’
Loan declared before walking away.
Arianna huffed at his reply. She didn’t want his life to command. Why couldn’t any of the men around her see that? She didn’t want to command anyone. She wanted to live in the world she thought she’d lived in before. She wanted to go back and be naïve. She wanted to think that everyone was equal and could be anything they wanted to be. She really wanted to be free.
Andrew’s hand rubbed down her back, bringing her out of her funk. He was as discreet as he needed to be, but she was thinking too much to notice.
‘You don’t have to command anyone,’
Andrew explained, pulling his hand back as Rhys glared across the way at them.
‘That’s what you’re all expecting isn’t it?’
Arianna replied, as Serge nodded to both Devin and Rhys who were standing to enter the ring. This was the match Arianna didn’t want to watch. Rhys was ruthless and hated Devin with a passion, and Devin was just recently healed.
‘Everyone is looking for a leader. You’re already that. Loan appreciated that you would be willing to heal him even if he wasn’t one of your own clansmen. That’s a very rare trait in the night human world,’
Andrew explained. She was an oddity to this world in so many ways.
Andrew watched Devin move. Devin reached in his pocket and took a strip of paper from a small matchbook-sized container. Everyone around assumed it was gum, as that was what it looked like. Devin was serious. He took a second strip and placed it in his mouth beside the first. The smell of his blood changing caught her attention, along with Turner who was the only other one that could smell it. Arianna raised her eyebrow as she sensed what was on the second blood strip Devin took. How did Nessa convince Devin to use her blood, too? Arianna searched Devin’s face for a clue, but found nothing. Either Nessa convinced him, or Nessa just added her blood to the strip. Arianna couldn’t be certain.
‘Rare trait?’
Arianna asked Andrew while reaching forward to mentally check Devin before the fight started. His internal injuries were healed and he radiated with Randolph power.
“Be careful,” she said quietly to Devin. Devin nodded and stepped into the ring and waited for Rhys.
‘Compassion,’
Andrew replied, focusing on the match before them. Arianna couldn’t respond as the match had started.
Devin moved in a wide arc to avoid Rhys, even though it wasn’t needed now. With Nessa’s blood within him, he saw beyond the tricks Rhys would play. Avoiding Rhys was a strategic way to avoid any curse he was planning to use. Rhys was already transformed into the elegant sidhe king he really was. His blond hair was now longer and flowed behind him, moving as if there was a breeze blowing just for him. Vines grew from nothing and wrapped around his arms to form a protective thorn-laced shield over his arms and long claws from the vines that settled over his hands. His facial features were more beautiful than humanly possible, but it was his eyes that caught Arianna’s attention. His murky brown eyes were brimming with hatred as he stared at Devin. Rhys was one of the most impressive night humans Arianna had ever met, and no one would want to find themselves on the other side of the battle with him. She shivered a bit at the sight before her, knowing that she would have to fight him either later in the afternoon, or the next day.
Andrew instantly took away her anxiety without even touching her. That was another of the benefits from their connection. Arianna relaxed, but still worried for Devin. He was good, in fact probably the best fighter she had ever seen, but was he good enough? Could he face Rhys and come back unharmed?
Devin waited on his mark as Serge told the match to begin. Devin wouldn’t make the first move. Nessa had explained to Devin earlier that Rhys always set a trap for the first attack. It was his tried and true strategy. Rhys smiled and waited, taunting Devin with his vine claws. Devin remained where he was. Nothing Rhys did would make him move. Devin was a very patient man. Even most older night humans had not lived through as many battles as Devin had in his nineteen short years.
“Getting a bit scared now?” Rhys asked, flexing the vines at his fingertips in a gruesome fashion. “Wondering if you hit me, will the pain be returned to you?” Rhys called out, but Devin stayed far enough away from the vines that stretched out in front of Rhys. “Ahh, I get it. The Randolph pup only fights those he knows he can beat. That’s why you didn’t fight Arianna. You couldn’t beat her. Then again, from what I can see, you couldn’t win her over either as she chose the baku over you.”
Devin didn’t move. Rhys’ taunting did nothing for him. Rhys took a step out of the protective circle he had cast on his walk to his spot. The edges of the magic were visible. He knew exactly where he could and couldn’t fight Rhys. He quickly formulated plans. Nessa’s blood was all the help Devin needed.
‘He needs both feet outside the circle to be exposed,’
Nessa explained to Devin while Arianna listened in.
‘Don’t attack until he is completely out.’
Devin waited while Rhys tried to taunt him more. Yet Devin remained the emotional steel wall he always was. Rhys hadn’t expected Devin could be so closed up, as he tried more to jeer Devin into action. Rhys glanced over to Arianna, and discovered Andrew had his hand on her arm again. Distracted, the sidhe king stepped out of the circle, and didn’t notice that Devin instantly was upon him, making his move. Two direct hits to his head and stomach snapped Rhys back into action and to the battle at hand. The fight had officially started.
Devin struck first, but Rhys returned hit for hit. For at least two minutes, Rhys and Devin evenly exchanged blows. And it became obvious that they were evenly matched. For every hit Rhys landed, Devin got another in. Rhys directed the fight back to his protection circle, and Devin flew back instantly to his original spot across the way. Rhys smiled, realizing that Devin knew what he was doing.
“Interesting,” Rhys added to Devin. “You know a bit of sidhe magic. Maybe there are a few secrets you’re not telling your lady love back there. Oh wait, she isn’t your lady any more, is she?” Rhys laughed, but it was Devin’s smile that stopped him.
“And she isn’t yours, either.” Devin nodded back to Arianna and Andrew. Andrew already knew his touch drew Rhys’ concentration from the match, and with Devin staring at him, he knew what to do.
Andrew slipped his arms around Arianna. She didn’t even notice because she was intently watching the match. Andrew’s touch was so natural after the binding. It wasn’t until she looked between the two stalled fighters that she realized they were both looking at her.
‘Andrew, you can’t. He’ll come after you next,’
Arianna quickly replied, but Andrew kept his arms around her. He kissed the top of her head. Men all around them growled, but it wasn’t for them. It was a show for Rhys specifically.
‘Now I can take him directly without any tricks,’
Andrew replied.
‘We’re stronger than him. We’re stronger than everyone. You don’t have to fear ever again. Together, we’re unstoppable.’
Arianna looked up at him as he spoke in her mind. Everything he was saying was true. She could feel it also. Strength. Together, they were unstoppable.
“Match to Mr. Alexander,” Serge called, interrupting Arianna and Andrew’s moment. Rhys was face down on the ground, not moving. His pulse still beat, but he was out. Nessa hurried over to her brother with fake concern.
‘Get out of here before he wakes,’
Nessa advised Devin, who nodded his answer to her.
‘I’ll keep him under until you’re back in Arianna’s room. Don’t leave her side now. He’s going to be irate.’
Andrew and Arianna both listened to her words. Andrew took Arianna’s hand and rubbed the back of it with his other hand as they stood with the other spectators, who were just as much in shock from the match as they were. Everyone’s focus was on Arianna and Andrew, and none had noticed how quickly Devin subdued Rhys.
‘Guess we best be going before the monster comes back to life,’
Andrew teased Arianna, trying to relieve her anxiety.
‘You heard that, too?’
Arianna asked, as they walked back fast. She just realized that Andrew heard Nessa talk. Their connection was complete. Andrew had Arianna’s abilities too.
‘We share everything now,’
Andrew replied.
‘All our abilities are the same, we are bound.’



Chapter 27
 

Arianna wasn’t happy to be going back to the matches later that evening. She was the last to arrive, and as she walked to her seat, all eyes were on her. Behind her, she could hear the thoughts as the men silently conversed. She didn’t need to listen in to know that they were all plotting, yet anxiously looking forward to her upcoming match. They were all waiting to see her skills, and she would not disappoint them. The two people she didn’t wish to fight were now her next two opponents, today and tomorrow. Since everyone else now had at least one loss, she didn’t have a choice. To win her own freedom, she needed to win all of her matches, and they wouldn’t be easy. Neither Rhys nor Nik would back down from a fight with her. They wanted her more than they wanted her safe.
Nessa was right that Rhys was mad. He was furious when he woke. Arianna could even feel it from her warded room. She was happy to find that Rhys didn’t take his anger out on Nessa, and had yet to find anything to incriminate her; otherwise she would already be hurt or dead. Arianna needed Nessa’s help a little longer.
Arianna didn’t want to wait. She didn’t sit still at all, instead choosing to pace around. The connection with Andrew and his experience would be helpful, but she still had to fight either Rhys or Nik today. Rhys radiated anger, and Arianna wasn’t sure if she could actually stand up to him at this point. Skill and power might not be enough against his desperation.
“Arianna,” Serge called, and knowing the drill, Arianna walked over to him and picked one of the two cards.
Andrew’s nervous energy bounced around. He still wasn’t completely happy that she was doing this on her own, but she was right. She needed to do this for herself. This was her fight. And if anything happened, he was going to step in and crush some heads. Arianna gave a small nod to him, but he still didn’t relax. The opponent didn’t matter now. Nik was completely healed, and there was no advantage like there had been for Turner. Rhys was pissed beyond compare, and would be a terrible opponent as well.
“Mr. Katsulas,” Serge called.
Nik stepped into the sparring field across from Arianna.
‘I begged him to bow to you, but he will not,’
Polo said mentally to Arianna. He was sincerely trying to save her from his brother and future lord. Arianna had won Polo over completely. Too bad that didn’t extend to Nik.
‘I never expected he would,’
Arianna replied.
Polo was worried for Arianna. Yet again in this strange world, she had turned an opponent into a friend. Polo already carried her in high regard for saving his life two months ago, now he held her even higher because of her care for his brother who didn’t deserve her pity. Nik had complained and sulked the entire time they had been there, and Nik wasn’t going to back down from fighting her now. Arianna should have let Nik get hurt worse during his match with Turner. It would have been more advantageous to her, but she didn’t. Arianna saved Nik.
Nik didn’t waste any time charging at Arianna and landing the first hit to her shoulder. He smiled at her shock, as he had done well. However, Arianna’s surprise was from finding that he actually hit with less force than Andrew. The shock wore off rapidly, and she was glad for her month of training with Andrew. She was ready when Nik made the next move. This time she slipped by him, placing her hand just right to knock him to the ground. Nik quickly bounced back up as Arianna moved away from his extending nails as he transformed. She turned herself into her baku-dearg-dul night human form and blocked out the gasps and sighs from the spectators at the sight of her. Female night humans were rare, but her power was what caught everyone’s attention. Nik didn’t even pause.
‘Use your size to your advantage,’
Andrew directed her.
‘He will expect you to be strong. Everyone can sense that, but he doesn’t expect you to be quick and smart.’
Arianna only had a brief moment to nod an affirmation before Nik was back attacking her.
Arianna moved in closer, and began attacking rather than just counterattacking. After trading punches and not sustaining any damage that would hinder her, Arianna moved back a little, allowing herself to duck in and away speedily. She was able to do exactly what Andrew was directing her to do by landing blows and getting away before Nik could react. She was easily taking over the match. Nik’s punches and kicks hit dead air, and he soon jumped back from her in frustration. Andrew’s experience ran through her veins now and made the match easier than ever imagined. Arianna began to see how Andrew practiced with her without breaking a sweat. Everything she did now was instinctual and trained into her, or, rather, it had been trained into Andrew.
Nik moved back in to attack after regrouping, and Arianna continued her method of evading anything thrown her way. She was landing the majority of the hits, and slowly wearing him down. He was becoming sloppier with each punch, and happiness radiated off of Andrew. Several times, she trusted his instinct to get her away from a hit that would have connected if she didn’t have his knowledge. Andrew’s experience was exhilarating, and realizing how much he was helping her made her smile. Arianna barely dodged another hit that grazed down her arm, distracted by thoughts of Andrew.
‘Let’s see how you like that,’
Nik jeered mentally. Arianna looked at the cut on the top of her arm. It didn’t hurt at all and wasn’t very deep.
‘No! You have less than one minute to end it,’
Polo screamed in her head.
‘He used vrykalakos poison. Get done now, and I can give you my blood to stop it.’ Polo warned.
It was just a scratch and her skin already pulled back together. The poison wasn’t working at all on her. She had vrykalakos blood in her now, so it wasn’t an issue. But she couldn’t let everyone else know that at this point. She didn’t have many options left now.
‘Finish him now,’
Devin told her mentally. He knew exactly why Nik had used every opportunity to only catch a slight graze across her skin. The ancient vrykalakos were known for the poison hidden in their nails. Only the elite still had the ability.
‘They will wonder why the poison didn’t work if you continue.’
Andrew looked over to Devin and realized it was true. They didn’t want their secret getting out yet. They still needed the element of surprise to subdue the men tomorrow when Rhys made his move. If they even thought that Arianna wasn’t normal, it would cause everyone to adjust their plans. Her new merger of abilities was their secret weapon.
Andrew closed his eyes and thought of Arianna. They were already connected closer than they ever imagined, but now it was as if he almost controlled her internally. Arianna felt him enter her mind and didn’t fight it. Andrew was the expert at fighting; she was not.
‘Ari, let me end this now,’
Andrew said, as he moved Arianna into position. Nik was still dancing around, waiting for the poison to take affect before he finished the fight. She wasn’t easy to beat otherwise.
Arianna slowed her movements and moved in close. Nik figured the poison was setting in and stopped being so cautious. Arianna kicked low, which Nik blocked, easily seeing that a punch was coming next. She was leaving part of her body exposed from moving from the kick to the punch. He was upright, ready to block the punch and counter, and didn’t realize she was already throwing a second punch from the other side. Her quickness easily overtook him as she knocked him unconscious.
Polo ran down to the field already nicking the vein in his wrist as he ran. He held his wrist up to her to offer her his blood. Arianna wanted to refuse, but knew that the other men were watching. She drank the blood as she held on to the already healed nick on her arm. As she pulled back, Polo finally turned to his unconscious brother to remove him from the field.
‘Thank you,’
Arianna said to Polo as he took his brother back to the house.
‘You are the queen we have all been waiting for. I can’t let my brother’s stupidity harm you,’
Polo replied with a bow before leaving.
The men on the sidelines all watched in awe. She was a beautiful, but deadly, angel. None of them knew why Polo had chosen to save Arianna, but the scene was exciting to watch. Even the men not competing were now watching her more closely. No one had seen her interact with Polo, yet he just offered himself to her. Slowly she was winning more and more allies, and those that were planning to betray her were now thinking that they might be wrong.
With the matches set for each person to fight each other once, there was no mystery regarding the last two matchups. Loan would not be fighting and wasn’t even on the grounds. He would need at least a day to recover to the point of walking around, if not more. Loan’s opponent wouldn’t be fighting tonight. Devin had already fought Rhys, thus it was Turner’s turn for Rhys, and Devin got the free round.
Arianna reached over and touched Turner’s shoulder as he stood.
“Would you reconsider fighting him?” she asked quietly. Turner stared at her. She was asking him to not fight.
Turner looked across the way. Rhys was happy as he stood and walked to his spot; he needed to release some anger, and this was the perfect opportunity. Arianna looked back at Rhys again and closed her eyes. She began to feel a sense of dread. It wasn’t coming from Rhys, but rather the wind. Emotions swirled all around her. People scared. Someone hurt. Someone angry. The wind shifted and the sense cleared more. Devin was angry. Nessa was scared, and Turner was dying. Arianna snapped her head up at Andrew’s touch.
‘What was that?’
he asked.
‘Another ability?’ Arianna guessed as she saw Turner was fine and standing up to fight. Devin was behind him, looking over at Rhys and anticipating the fight.
‘Some ability.’
Andrew rubbed his head, trying to get all the emotion out of it. The sensation that hit them was stronger than what they felt on a daily basis from the people around them.
“Turner,” Arianna reached up and grabbed his arm to stop him as he began to walk away. “He is out for blood. Your position so close to me frightens him. He will do to you what he did to Loan. Even with my blood, he will still hurt you. Please don’t do this,” Arianna begged. Something was wrong. Turner stopped at the desperation in her voice. Devin slid down beside her.
‘What did you see?’
Devin asked. Devin had analyzed all the clans as soon as Arianna took their blood. He needed to be sure about the abilities she could possibly gain. It was said that some night humans could predict the future at times. It wasn’t a controlled ability, but one that came when needed.
‘I didn’t see anything; I felt it. I felt the emotion of Turner dying,’
Arianna replied to both Turner and Devin. Turner knelt by her. They didn’t doubt her. She was obviously upset over what she experienced.
‘I’ll be fine,’
Turner replied.
‘Remember, super lycan here,’
he joked. It was true. With her blood, he was now a super lycan. Like her, he would have to fight with caution. It was that carefulness that would cost him his life.
‘No,’
Andrew replied.
‘You won’t be fine. I felt it through her. You’ll die if you fight him. Devin won because Rhys didn’t expect him to even last for thirty seconds. He thought plain old tricks would win him the match. He won’t do that with you. He is getting smarter and more desperate.’
Devin nodded to Gabriel as Turner absorbed what Andrew had said to them all.
“My charge is declining the fight,” Gabriel told Serge. Serge nodded and placed a win for Rhys. Turner stood, still shocked to find that Arianna could sense the future and his death was to be part of it. Anger flared across the way. Rhys was furious, but Turner was alive and safe for now. That was all that mattered to Arianna.



Chapter 28
 

“You do know what this means?” Andrew asked as he twirled a piece of Arianna’s hair. They had all gathered in her room. Everyone had returned with her. No one would be leaving her side now. Rhys had made plans, and she was the object of his obsession.
“Yes, I know I have to fight Rhys tomorrow, and that he’s pissed. I’m the only thing standing between him and winning—well that and Devin,” Arianna relaxed into Andrew’s arms. Even though she now felt his presence all the time, not just when they were within a five-foot radius, the binding did nothing to stop the need to touch.
“When I win tomorrow, and you win tomorrow, there will be nothing left to discuss,” Devin added from the seat across from them in her sitting room. Everyone was used to Arianna and Andrew by now, but Devin still had to keep his emotions in check as he watched them. It was harder right now because he was still feeling the lasting effects of the attack on him by Vasquez. He was still not completely healed, so he lay there with his eyes closed, listening to everything.
“You don’t think all hell isn’t going to break loose at that point?” Thomas asked, looking up from the computer he sat at with Molina. Molina nodded in agreement.
“That’s where I come in,” Nessa said, magically appearing at the open window again. She did like to make dramatic appearances. Devin opened his eyes long enough to glare at her. She smiled sweetly, yet somehow wickedly, back at him. He rolled his eyes at her before closing them again.
Thomas was already standing and helping Nessa in from the window.
“And your plan would be?” Thomas asked. He needed to know. He needed to know everything. It was part of who he was.
“I’ve been making rounds outside every day,” Nessa began. Everyone already knew that because Arianna had told them.
“Good for you,” Devin replied, still not looking at her.
“And what I have found,” Nessa continued, without acknowledging her interruption, “Is that my brother has a lot less support than he thinks he does.”
Thomas stared at her. By now they assumed most, if not all, those attending would be on Rhys’ side. He had spent weeks getting people to come to the final tomorrow, and they were packing in so deep that the people who supported Arianna were having trouble getting close enough to see the match. They hadn’t prepared enough for this scenario. They hadn’t suspected that one competitor would have so much pull.
“How can you be sure?” Thomas needed to know this was true.
There would be more hope if tomorrow the stands wouldn’t be filled with people there just to help Rhys. They had already gone over everything, and there was no way they could deny entrance to those who wanted to see the matches. It was part of the tradition of the tournament. Arianna had already begun inviting guests onto the property for a week, but they would still be outnumbered when the match came up.
“Because I was right in that the sidhe want to be left alone. My brother is an idiot. The sidhe want Arianna like everyone else, but they want her in name only. They only want control of her. They don’t want to mix the blood of the sidhe with the blood of another clan.” Arianna sat up and stared at Nessa. “Meaning, they want you to marry Rhys so that they get more land and clans.”
“Why would that be?” Arianna asked.
“Can’t you see how male orientated these clans are? If you marry Rhys, then he gets your clans and land.” Nessa rolled her eyes now at all the men in the room. Molina nodded agreement of her disgust with the tradition also.
“But that’s all they want—which means what?” Arianna asked. Andrew tried to pull her back to himself.
“Meaning they’d prefer you to keep your boy toy with you, and never have alone time with my brother.” Andrew nodded his approval of that idea, and it was the first time that Devin actually smiled over what came out of Nessa’s mouth. “They don’t want you to dirty our clan lines, and since I have begun to discreetly inform the sidhe family heads that my brother’s intentions go far beyond just a political marriage, they aren’t very happy with him. “
Thomas sighed. “But that doesn’t mean they will side with us.” He sounded defeated. Hope was there and gone in minutes.
“I’m sure they will side with Arianna if she proceeds fair.” Nessa sat down next to Devin, but ignored him.
“But we can’t risk Arianna on what you think of them. We need to know for a fact that they are going to side with us,” Molina added, defeated by a possibility that couldn’t be confirmed. Nessa frowned at everyone. She was sure that her people would side with Arianna, but her word would not be enough.
“Why don’t we just use the rings from the Randolph manor?” Turner asked, unsure why no one mentioned it. The color-changing rings had been a savior the year before, when they realized that Seeger was trying to overthrow the Randolph family rule of the dearg-dul clan. The rings changed color on night humans based on their loyalties. After last year, they had confiscated all the rings, since they only showed night human loyalty, and the Randolph manor had many day humans there.
“Rings?” Nessa asked. All eyes looked to Devin. He was the only one who still wore his ring.
Devin looked down at his finger and hesitated to pull it off. He had never taken the ring off since Lord Randolph had given it to him after his first night human kill. It was a symbol that he was strong enough to protect Arianna. Devin was given Randolph’s ring directly from his hand, and Randolph told him to never take it off as it proved his link to Arianna ran deeper than everyone else’s. The dark blue stone of Arianna’s mother turned a light blue to match Arianna’s eyes the minute he had put it on. It was unheard of for a day human to change a bloodstone. Devin told no one what had happened, and only Randolph knew the truth. Devin may be a day human, but he was connected enough to Arianna to change a night human bloodstone. Devin slowly slid the ring off as he was deep in thought about the past and all the meaning behind that one ring.
Nessa detected the conflict behind his eyes and almost didn’t reach out to take the ring when Devin silently offered it. He finally looked up, waiting for her to take it. Nessa placed her hand palm up and Devin dropped the ring on her palm.
“It’s a bloodstone,” Thomas explained when Devin did not. “It changes color to tell who someone is loyal to.” Nessa looked closely at the blue-stoned ring. She noticed the resemblance to Arianna’s eyes even if no one else did. Thomas reached down and slid the ring on his finger and the stone changed to a brilliant white color.
“Arianna is white,” Thomas said, slipping the ring off and handing it back to Nessa. She looked closer at the ring. The stone was positioned to lie directly on the skin of the wearer when they put it on.
“And this will change colors beyond white and blue?” Nessa asked, eyeing over the stone.
“It was red for my grandfather,” Arianna replied, still sitting in Andrew’s arms.
“Do you have more?” Nessa asked. “Could we set up at the gates and check each person that enters?”
“And then funnel the ones not supporting Arianna to a specific place,” Molina finished the idea.
Thomas nodded. “But there is the problem of putting a ring on each person. That would take a long time and people might become suspicious.”
“If you cut the ring here and here,” Nessa explained, pointing to side of the ring. “You could bend back the sides and then just use it like a stamp or something.”
“We could tell people it’s for safety reasons,” Molina replied. Her hope was beginning to return. They would have a better chance at defending Arianna if they knew which people were the enemies.
“Exactly,” Nessa said.
Thomas stood, staring at the computer for a moment before looking around at everyone in the room. They were all waiting for his opinion.
“I guess I’ve got to get flying then,” Thomas replied, agreeing with Nessa and Molina. All the rings were in storage back at the Randolph Manor. Thomas began unbuttoning his shirt while moving to the window. “Mori will meet me on my way there, and I’ll be back as soon as I can.” His large black wings snapped open as he jumped from the window.
* * * * *
Arianna woke early before the night humans at and around the estate. She closed her eyes, taking a moment to sense everything around her. The world was sleeping. Even the day humans in their estate kept to the night human schedule, and were asleep. She sat up quietly as to not disturb Andrew next to her. He was sleeping soundly. In the sitting room, Devin and Turner were on the couches. Turner was sprawled out and snoring, while Devin was sitting and staring at his ring.
‘Everything all right?’
Arianna asked from the doorway to the bedroom.
‘Yes, and you?’
Devin replied, not looking up from the ring. It was still a bright white color. He hadn’t put the ring back on from the day before.
‘For now,’
she added, coming into the room and sitting beside him. She took the ring from his hand. It was strange. The pull to be near Devin was now minimal after to her binding to Andrew. She still looked at him as a friend, and a very close one at that, but she no longer craved his attention. His friendship was all that she needed from him. She slipped the ring on her finger and the stone shimmered a bit and turned the same pale blue color it was before. Devin looked up to her.
‘My mother’s ring color wasn’t sky blue, it was more a deep sapphire,’
she replied. His ring was a different color blue than her mother’s as everyone was told. She handed the ring back to him. Devin continued to hold the ring and not put it back on. Arianna reached over and took the ring to slide it back on his finger.
‘No matter the color, I will never doubt that you are here for me.’
Devin nodded as the stone stayed the pale blue color. It did not show loyalty to Arianna but to some unknown night human.
‘Always,’
he replied as she stood and returned to her room as silently as she entered.
“You know, it’s way too early to be getting up,” Andrew protested, grabbing her arm and pulling her back to the bed. “The sun is still out.”
“Thomas returned two hours ago,” Arianna told Andrew. Andrew didn’t care. He pulled Arianna to his chest and hugged her.
“And the sun is still out,” Andrew complained again.
Arianna didn’t argue. There was so much she wanted to say, but there wasn’t enough time. She rolled over in his arms and cupped his face in her hands. His eyes were still closed as she studied his face. Today was the end for her. Even if she won her match, Rhys wasn’t letting her go without a fight. If she lost her match, Devin and Andrew would not let her go without a fight. People were going to get hurt. She wanted to save everyone, but there might not be way to do that. At this point, there might not be a way to even save herself. Andrew’s eyes opened at her change in emotion, and he pulled her face to his chest. She fit perfectly, right under his chin. He kissed the top of her forehead, trying to bring her out of her sad thoughts.
“Shhh,” he cooed as he patted her back. “Everything will be fine.”
“I did all of this to avoid war,” Arianna replied. She wanted to cry, but there were no tears. It was sad, scary, and weirdly exciting at all the same time. “And now that’s all that’s going to happen. Even if I beat Rhys, it will mean war.” She was similarly frustrated.
“When you beat Rhys, we will just have to face him. If Nessa is right, his clan won’t fully support him. It will be just Rhys,” Andrew said logically. Arianna pulled herself closer. She needed his warmth and strength. Andrew was certain the outcome would be what he wanted. Arianna needed that certainty.
“We’re ready to open the gates,” Thomas said from the sitting room.
Arianna wiped a last sniffle away. Only Andrew was allowed to see her cry. He stood and pulled her up with him. He held tight to her hand, giving her the strength she needed. He was certain their fate was to end up happy together, away from all this mess.
“And the wurdulac were all given rings to check everyone?” Arianna asked. As the neutral group, the wurdulac were manning the gates for the tournament. Luckily for Arianna, they were not as neutral as they seemed.
“Yes,” Thomas replied. “We had enough blood to change all your people at the estate, and some of the wurdulac. They have all pledged loyalty to you above everything else. When this happens, they have all been assigned to get you out of the estate. We plan to take you back to the Randolph grounds. Michael has taken over running the Seeger family, and is doing the security under Mori at the Randolph manor. Seems everyone agrees that Lord Seeger may be getting a little too old and forgetful. No one trusts him to keep you safe, and the council has had a change in their views. Your safety is their top priority, now that Michael is on the council.”
“Or a change in personnel,” Turner added.
“What did you guys do?” Arianna asked, getting momentarily distracted.
“We might have let it slip to the younger generations that their fathers and grandfathers were the ones that caused this mess,” Turner added mischievously.
“How many councilmen were removed?” Arianna asked Devin, who was now grinning with Turner over the success of their latest scheme. They had started it before they left and it had come to fruition while they had been gone. No one had told Arianna yet as she had enough to deal with.
“All of them,” Devin replied. “They are all now happily retired; or rather that’s what their sons and grandsons reported to us a couple weeks ago.” Devin shrugged. The older dearg-dul were not his concern now.
Arianna stared around the room. The world had kept turning while she’d stepped out of it for the past two and a half months, and she just now realized that she had forgotten about it. The people around her hadn’t, however. Devin was risking his life to help her be able to make her own choices, yet found time to keep playing the power game back at the Randolph estate. Arianna wanted to hug each person sitting in the room now: Devin, Turner, Thomas, Molina, Andrew, and Gabriel. They were her support. They kept her crazy night human world together. This was her family.
“Back to the plans,” Thomas said, bringing the attention back to himself. “Once you win, Rhys will attack. Nessa can’t get the specifics out of him, but she knows that he will order his men to attack your keepers in particular. He plans to personally take you away from us. For now, Nessa knows he has at least four people assigned to attack each Andrew, Turner, and Devin. She said they keep changing, so she isn’t sure who it may ultimately be. Either way, all three of you have to look for multiple attackers. Their goal is to wound, kill, and do whatever they have to, to get you away from Arianna. Our goal is to stay together. It will be left to Gabriel and Molina to escort you back to the manor if anything happens to them. I’ll provide air cover and logistics.”
Arianna looked over to Andrew. She couldn’t be separated from him. He smiled and shook his head. It didn’t matter how many people Rhys sent at him, he would stay beside Arianna forever. Arianna looked around the room. Everyone was prepared for the battle.
“When it comes down to a fight, the goal is to show everyone all the power we have now. Everyone with the new blood in them has been practicing, and some of us have more traits enhanced than others,” Thomas nodded to Turner.
“What?” he asked. “I can’t help it if my parents tended to stick with lycans or humans.” Turner’s new skills were the most limited of her team, and it wasn’t due to his ability. Turner was correct; his clan mainly stuck to humans and lycan, and thus didn’t have any ancient blood to activate with Arianna’s merged blood.
“Any questions?” Thomas asked.
“Nixon, Nelson, and Jackson— they know the details?” Arianna asked of the guards not present as they were at the gates checking the people who entered.
“Yes,” Thomas replied. “I spoke with them before they went to the gates. They are managing who comes into the tournament and all Rhys supporters will be put in one area.”
Arianna looked around the room. No one else had questions. She studied each determined face. They were ready for today. Obviously they all had several plans in place, but it wasn’t even worth telling Arianna at this point. The only reason her hands weren’t shaking was because of Andrew’s hand on her back. They all watched her. They were waiting. She was their strength. Arianna took a deep breath before looking around the room again as she spoke.
“Thank you, guys. I know I can trust every one of you with my life. You are my family, and I love you all. I’ll see you guys all tonight at our victory celebration at the Randolph estate.” Everyone cheered that idea though Arianna was only putting up a front. She didn’t believe for one minute that they all would make it out of there unscathed. She had seen the masses through Nessa’s eyes. Everyone was waiting for her, and some were willing to fight to take her back with them. She didn’t have the power to stop Rhys’ plans if they escaped, but she did have the power to win the match outright and be undisputedly free.



Chapter 29
 

Crowds weren’t the best for Arianna. She’d been hesitant around crowds since she was a child, and performing in front of them was the worst. The past year had dulled some of the anxiety, because no matter where she went, there were always people watching her. Forced functions had also made crowds easier, but she still wasn’t completely over her fear. Arianna had been picturing the crowd before she ever got outside, but she didn’t imagine it large as it really was. She looked around and caught sight of Thomas directing more people into standing room only areas. They had originally agreed to only let under a thousand people into the stands. There had to be twice as many by now. Arianna had been nervous about the thousand people they planned to pack in, but this was worse.
‘Thomas?’
Arianna questioned, nervously taking a seat beside Andrew in the front row with all the other competitors—winner and losers—from the games thus far.
‘Yes?’
he asked, pointing to another group of people.
‘I thought the odds of getting out of here were better with less people around to fight?’
Arianna asked, starting to tense.
‘It would have been until we found that only the people on the far right of the south stands were supporters of someone else. The rest are all here to support you. Seems our wurdulac friends were not so closed up while we were locked here. They had been getting the word out to the clans that you were going to bring change to the night human world. Apparently there are more people who want change than there are those who want Rhys to be king.’
Thomas assisted this last group before coming to sit behind her.
‘They’re all here for me?’
Arianna was now in awe of the audience that stared at her the same way.
The petite, blond teenager was their hope for change. Most had not even met Arianna before and were surprised to find her to be so young. Serge Moro spoke highly of the young girl, and everyone present felt her power. They didn’t know what she was capable of, yet all were ready to stand beside her when the fighting started. Her parents had been well-known in the night human world, and even with only being a part of it for a year now, Arianna was also famous. Change was coming, and most of the night humans wanted it to happen.
Arianna anxiously waited for it all to begin. Her stage was set and she just had to perform without getting stage fright. Andrew took her hand, and did his best to soothe her nerves. Energy seeped out of her. He had faith in her ability; he just needed her to see it too. Rhys didn’t stand a chance if Arianna did what she needed to do.
‘Just ignore everyone,’
Andrew suggested.
‘All two thousand of them?’
Arianna asked, refusing to look beyond the competition floor.
‘How is that any different than baku or dearg-dul parties? There are always hundreds or thousands at those’
Andrew asked. Crowds didn’t bother him. While he didn’t like to be seen, he had gotten over large crowds when he was forced to attend functions as a young child. He came from a very prominent family, and there was no choice.
‘The dearg-dul and baku clans never expect much of me. It’s much easier to live up to expectations when they aren’t very high. These people expect the world.’
Arianna tightened her grip. It wasn’t just the stares and questions from the audience; it was the expectations that everyone had.
It was time to begin, and the large clock from inside the estate chimed. Even away from the house, Arianna could hear it. Serge Moro moved slowly to the center of the fighting ring, giving all the people around a chance to quiet down before he needed to talk. By the time he was in the center, not a single person spoke.
“Welcome everyone,” Serge began as he looked at all the faces in the crowd. “As all of you know, Miss Arianna Grace of the Randolph clan has called a tournament for her hand in marriage. All thirteen clans sent a representative, and the day humans also sent their own representative. Through two rounds of tournaments, we have narrowed down the competitors to the top six. In the preliminary hand-to-hand matches, Loan Durand stands with no wins and is in last place of the six competitors. Prior to the last match, Brenton Winter and Nik Katsulas were tied with two wins a piece at fourth place. Mr. Winter’s competitor was to be Mr. Durand and that would not increase either competitor to win the tournament, thus they won’t be fighting today. Rhys McKinny and the day human Devin Alexander are tied with three wins a piece for second place. First place is currently held by Miss Arianna.” Serge was prepared to continue talking, but the crowd’s murmurs far overpowered his own voice. Everyone around Arianna was talking. They had heard that Arianna had entered, but none believed that she had actually done it. Serge waited for everyone’s excitement to die down before speaking again.
“Miss Arianna called the tournament for the dearg-dul Randolph clan. She has been competing all along for the baku Grace clan. Since she’s the leader of both clans, she does not break any rules by doing so.” While the people continued to mutter amongst themselves, it was quiet enough for Serge to keep talking. “The first match today will be Mr. Alexander versus Mr. Katsulas.”
Devin rose and walked to his starting spot. Reaching in his back pocket, he took a blood strip and ate it while watching Nik enter the ring. Nik wasn’t his normal sulking self, instead he was watching Devin like a hawk. Nik was judging each movement. The crowd quieted as soon as Nik stood on his mark with Serge between the competitors. Nik could no longer win the competition, but he could stop Devin from winning.
“This is a ten minute match to submission. The first person to get the other to quit, willingly or unwillingly, wins. We ask for a clean fight. Any intentional death blows will result in disqualification for the competitor. The fight is ten minutes long. If both are standing at the end of ten minutes, the winner is based on most direct hits. Understand?” Serge looked to Devin first, who nodded back and then to Nik who nodded agreement. His rules were restated for the audience only. Each man already knew them. Serge moved back to the sidelines and sat down.
Devin waited, feeling the power of Lord Randolph run through him. Lord Randolph had become an evil man by the time he died, but he was always powerful. Devin was thankful that intentions didn’t cross the blood along with the power. Night human blood could be used by day humans for small periods of time, it would enhance him but would not transfer abilities permanently. Devin would see better and react quicker than he did in his normal day human form. After years of using the dearg-dul blood and training full time without it, Devin was prepared for this match. He needed to win here to tie with Arianna and Rhys if she lost. A three way tie would mean he could challenge Rhys first. By beating Rhys, he then would fight Arianna and give her the win. Devin waited for Nik to make the first move. That was the one thing Devin had an abundance of: patience.
Nik backed up as he changed into his night human form. He paced the edge of the fighting area while looking for Devin’s weakness. As he watched Devin, it came to Nik how to beat Devin. It was too late to do anything about the pack Devin carried around. Nik wanted to ask his brother why he hadn’t mentioned it, since Polo was the strategic planner of the duo, but Nik didn’t have time. He needed to start this match soon without getting caught by Devin.
Nik stalked closer, looking for an opening. His night human claws were already dripping poison; all he needed was one touch to an open wound and super-human Devin would be down. It would have worked with Arianna had she not been able to fight through the poison. Nik’s eyes flicked over to where she sat, concentrating on the match. That was enough for Devin to make a move as he flew in inhumanely fast and gave one direct hit to Nik’s midsection and sent him flying back across the ring. Devin was instantly on his marker across the arena, waiting for Nik to return to standing.
The audience cheered as Devin landed the first blow. The competition was officially on the way. Most had never seen a day human fight before and were instantly impressed. Devin had made a reputation for himself over the past five years, mostly for his service to the dearg-dul head, Lord Randolph, but beyond the baku and tengu who actually dealt with him, no one had seen the young man before today. His ability far outweighed any thoughts anyone had of him.
Devin ignored the crowd as Nik slowly stood. It had been a direct hit, and with the power of dearg-dul blood; it had to be painful. Devin was sure that he’d heard at least two ribs crack. Nik straightened slowly, relaxing the tension from the pain of the hit.
Nik began his attack. He moved to the side, trying to get in closer to score a scratch on Devin. Devin sidestepped every attempt. His longer arms and sharp claws were actually cumbersome compared to Devin’s exact, quick movements. Nik swung again, missing by a long shot. Nik backed up, away from Devin. His attempts were failing. Nik wasn’t used to failing at anything. He was the strength and future of the vrykolakas clan. Devin waited while Nik paced, trying to regain his composure. Nik slowly stalked back to Devin, calculating each movement. Devin waited. Nik’s claws swept dangerously close to Devin, but he didn’t move. He waited. Ducking instantly as Nik’s claws would have connected with flesh, Devin dropped down to Nik’s waist and pulled at his leg, causing him to fall to the ground. Devin was now at the advantage, but such close quarters could prove deadly if Nik touched him. Devin jumped up, keeping Nik pinned with a foot to his throat. Nik didn’t try to swipe at Devin from this position, knowing that Devin had the upper-hand and could crush his throat as easily as Nik could poison him.
“Yield?” Serge asked from the side lines. The crowd’s cheers almost drowned out Serge’s call. Devin and Nik didn’t notice the crowd at all.
“No,” Nik replied, trying to grab Devin’s leg, but Devin had the advantage with his foot at Nik’s throat.
“Yield,” Devin pleaded with Nik. Nik refused. Devin’s foot crushed harder on Nik’s throat, cutting off his air supply. Nik smiled, holding his breath. He didn’t actually need to breathe when in his vrykolakas form.
‘Get Devin to move now,’
Polo warned Arianna.
‘Move,’
Arianna yelled mentally at Devin who instantly jumped back across the arena at her command, just in the nick of time, for Nik was continuing to transform. Nik’s ruddy complexion now was almost red in color as his power no longer flowed out around him but was kept bottled up inside.
‘He’ll be twice as fast and twice as deadly,’
Polo added for Arianna to relay to Devin.
Polo was correct, as Nik started to move in just a haze across the arena floor, whizzing around Devin. Devin ducked and moved as needed to avoid the poison-laced claws that kept flying at him from every direction. Devin was the picture of concentration and perfection. Arianna had to hold her breath and not give anything away when Devin’s shell cracked a little and he let his feeling of happiness come out. It had been a long time since Devin fought a foe that was on equal ground with him. Even when training with Turner, Devin was always better. Devin concentrated and fought equally with Nik, trading blows. Eventually he landed a hit, and Nik crumpled to the ground. Devin had been biding his time for that one exact moment.
The crowd erupted into cheers over Serge calling the match done. The day human was much better than any had anticipated. Devin ignored the noise. He was happier for the win than impressing the night human audience. He had done his part, and was now tied with Rhys for wins. If Rhys won his match against Arianna, there would have to be tie breaker matches to decide the winner. If Arianna won, she would outright win her own freedom. It all came down to the next match.
Arianna glanced briefly down the row of seated people. Multiple sets of eyes were watching her, but one in particular caught her attention. Rhys was watching her. He was waiting and planning. Arianna couldn’t hear inside his head as he conversed with no one, but she knew the intent. He planned to win at all costs. It was time to show the world that she was stronger than he was. She was stronger than everyone. With solid resolve, Arianna stood and walked to her place on the floor.



Chapter 30
 

Arianna stood in the middle of the arena. Instantly the crowd went silent. Not a soul spoke as they viewed her. She was magnificent, standing there as she prepared to face her future. Power radiated off of her. Rhys casually moved to his spot. Like everyone else, his eyes were glued to her. Serge stood between them and gave the audience a moment to drool over the power falling off of Arianna. Serge needed her allies to see what they were supporting. The match would be enough to convince the audience to support her wholeheartedly, but Serge wanted to make sure they beheld everything about her.
“The rules are the same as the other match. No intentional life-threatening hits. Ten-minute maximum. Understand?” Serge looked to Rhys first. He nodded while still staring at Arianna. Serge looked to Arianna, and she nodded with a curt bow.
‘Time to show everyone what you can do,’
Andrew told her.
‘Just follow your instincts and use any power you want. Let the show begin, but just promise me your head won’t explode from hero worship when you get done. I can already tell the audience is mainly here to cheer you on.’
‘Jealous much?’
Arianna retorted as Rhys eyed her over, waiting for her to make the first move.
‘Not at all, babe, just want to remind you who your mate is.’
Andrew relaxed just a little bit. He was way more worried about the match than he was jealous of the people adoring her from the stands.
‘Like I could forget.’
Arianna rolled her eyes and Rhys looked from her to Andrew.
‘Exactly, princess.’
Andrew smiled at her.
Rhys analyzed her movements and could tell that she was communicating with Andrew. Rhys saw how much they were connected, and rage began to fill him. She would never be his alone. Andrew was the one she would always love. He could have her, but he would never have her adoration. Andrew was the problem. He’d been the problem all along, but now Rhys saw the truth that was standing in his way. Rhys turned and jumped into the stands directly at Andrew.
Andrew raised an arm to block the hit coming at the same time as Devin did.
“Lord McKinny, you cannot leave the fighting area,” Serge yelled from across the arena. “Disqualified.” Arianna had just won her freedom, but that didn’t matter. Rhys had begun his war.
Rhys didn’t listen to Serge, and neither did Andrew or Devin as they stood together and pushed Rhys back to the arena floor. Andrew yanked Devin across the way to stand in front of Arianna. He then moved to face Rhys head on. Anticipation rolled off of him. This is what he wanted all along, to keep the creep Rhys away from Arianna.
“Protect Arianna,” Andrew called over to Devin, as the people from the stands began to move down and choose sides behind Rhys or Arianna. “He’s mine.” Devin nodded as Andrew moved to walk away.
Rhys quickly cast a spell that cocooned the arena floor from the stands. Only his own allies could pass the barrier, and they slowly trickled behind him. For Arianna only those already on the floor were still inside the faerie ring. Nik and Polo stood behind Rhys, though Polo looked like he’d rather be anywhere but there. Over fifty elite sidhe fighters moved in behind Rhys and Nik. They might not completely support Rhys, but he was still their king.
“This is between you and me,” Andrew said to Rhys, calling him out.
Arianna was only surrounded by Devin, Thomas, Turner, Gabriel, and Molina. The rest of her personal team, including Nixon, Jackson, Nelson, and Mica, stood outside the ring as they fortified Arianna’s exit through the mass of people waiting outside the ring. They could easily enter the faerie ring, but chose not to at this point. Mori advised her team to remain outside and not show their power yet. So far Rhys didn’t know the extent of Arianna’s abilities, and they needed to use as that as a surprise if needed.
“You got that right,” Rhys sneered. “You keep touching my queen.”
“If you hadn’t noticed, you just lost the match,” Andrew pointed out. “Arianna is free to choose her own destiny now. Sorry. I don’t think that includes you.”
“If you hadn’t noticed, I’m taking her home with me now, and you can’t do anything to stop me,” Rhys replied, gesturing to his men, who outnumbered Arianna’s more than five to one. People around the faerie ring that supported Arianna began to protest and push against the barrier. No one could enter.
“Sorry, but I’ll pass,” Arianna said from a few feet behind Andrew.
“Not an option, Princess,” Rhys replied. When he called her ‘princess,’ Arianna couldn’t help but cringe. “Besides, didn’t you want to be free of your fate? Well, you are free. No need to stay with the baku boy here. You can come be the queen with me.” Arianna was momentarily shocked. Rhys was still delusional, thinking that she might choose him over Andrew.
“Yeah, about that,” Arianna added, taking another step toward Andrew. “I’ve already decided. And I chose Andrew.”
Shock registered on Rhys face. He didn’t imagine that she actually wanted to be with Andrew. When given the freedom to choose, he assumed she would choose him. He was stronger and had more power than the baku, who wasn’t even in line to rule his clan. Rhys had more experience and overall felt he was always the better choice. There was no way Arianna would pick someone else over him. He would just need to get her away from her captors. They had to be forcing her to stay.
Arianna made it to Andrew’s back and grabbed his hand before he moved further. Her hands rubbed down his bare arms, sending him her energy.
“Be careful,” she said quietly. “And come back to me in one piece.” Andrew reached behind him and pulled her in front of him so that he could still watch Rhys across the way. Lifting her in his arms he kissed her briefly, yet passionately, before he set her back down.
“Listen to Devin,” he said. “And I’ll be back in five minutes.”
Andrew handed her off to Devin and moved forward to meet Rhys, who was now fuming.
Rhys backed up and sent his men forward as he tried to maneuver near Arianna to take her by force. Andrew met four men moving at him head on. Turner jumped up beside Andrew and divided the men. Size or numbers were no match for the two of them together. They each perfected their new night human abilities, and could use them at will. Rhys didn’t watch the fighting as he moved through the crowd. Suddenly, he was beside Arianna and Devin turned to meet him.
“No,” Arianna said as Devin moved to engage Rhys. Nik came up from the side, out of Devin’s view. Arianna moved, blocking the blow headed for him, giving him time to turn and face Nik instead.
Andrew and Turner were busy as they fought man after man heading their way. Molina, Gabriel, and Thomas were fighting their own opponents. Arianna was the only one not battling against someone. Now, with Devin facing off with Nik, Arianna was left to fend for herself. She couldn’t even ask Devin to help as she knew Nik’s intentions which included redeeming his pride at losing to a day human.
‘Little help,’
Arianna said to Mori as she stood face-to-face with Rhys. Slowly, her transformed night humans began to walk through the barrier and Rhys didn’t even notice. He was fully focused on his prize, which was only feet away from him.
“Now that you are away from them, we can leave,” Rhys said to her kindly. He had won. He got to Arianna, and they could run away together. He was still delusional.
“I’m not going anywhere with you,” Arianna replied. “I chose Andrew,” she repeated, hoping he would listen. Talking was better than fighting, but she was now afraid of what he would do once it really sank in.
“He’s off fighting,” Rhys waved behind him, still not turning around to the people entering his spell-cast ring. “You don’t need to pretend any longer.”
Arianna stopped and stared in shock at him. Rhys wasn’t lying. He truly thought she was just pretending. In Rhys’ world, she was always meant to be with him. He truly viewed Andrew and her team as her captors. Rhys offered her his hand, his palm open.
“I don’t think he gets it,” Andrew replied, coming to stand beside her. Nik and Devin were exchanging blows now too far away. Andrew left Turner alone in the middle of the fighting, and both Devin and Turner would have to wait for help from him.
‘Turner?’
Arianna asked, while looking across the arena, down to the middle of the fighting where Turner was enjoying himself in his modified wolf form.
‘Fine,’
Andrew still stared at Rhys, who was flaming anger again.
Andrew kept one step in front of Arianna to protect her. While Rhys tried to reign in his emotions, Arianna moved to stand beside Andrew. She didn’t want protection, she wanted to be his equal, and she needed Rhys to see that she wanted to be with Andrew.
“He doesn’t get it,” Arianna said to Andrew and Rhys. “Gabriel?” Arianna called to her uncle, who instantly appeared at her side, blood soaked. He had been keeping the crowd from getting too close to Arianna. She was now circled by her own people and the newly-transformed wurdulac. They kept the space around her free of anyone but Rhys, Andrew, Gabriel and herself. Devin was left outside the circle with Turner, now fighting alongside him.
“I bound myself to Andrew,” Arianna told Rhys, trying to get him to understand. Rhys looked between them.
“Nice try,” he said to Andrew. “You told her to say that?”
Arianna stepped a few more feet away from Andrew and the bond didn’t break. Rhys looked back to her, trying to understand how that could happen. The bond only worked if both parties wanted it to work. Arianna had to be willing to bind herself to Andrew, and Rhys didn’t believe that was possible. He still didn’t want to admit what he saw. Arianna moved back beside her mate.
‘I’ll take care of him,’
Arianna told Andrew.
‘This is my fight,’
Andrew replied, watching Rhys for any slight movement.
‘My fight, too,’
Arianna insisted.
‘Ari, I am your mate now. Let me protect you,’
Andrew scolded.
Arianna paused a moment to look at Andrew. He was completely focused on Rhys and ready to react to anything the sidhe king did. He wasn’t pushing Arianna back as she stood beside him. He was asking her to let him defend her. Arianna felt it deep down inside. Andrew had the right to fight for her. She had to let him. This was his fight. Rhys would not fight her. He also felt that his fight was with Andrew. It didn’t mean she had to be happy to accept that fact and let Andrew go off and get hurt, but she couldn’t hold him back either.
“Guess you get to do it your way,” she added, placing her hand on his chest.
Closing her eyes to concentrate, Arianna moved her night human power into Andrew until her knees became weak. Andrew would need every ounce of their shared power to come back unharmed. Gabriel was beside her and caught her easily, already knowing her intention.
“What did you do to her?” Rhys demanded as she hung limp in her uncle’s arms.
Arianna was still alive, but completely unconscious. Her power surged inside Andrew. Arianna’s power was more than Andrew ever imagined, and it ran through his veins. She was letting him fight for them both, but in her own way she was fighting beside him.
Rhys ran to Arianna, but Gabriel vanished before Rhys made it to him. Andrew appeared in front of Rhys, ready to fight. Rhys flicked his hand at Andrew, dismissing him and encasing him in a sidhe spell before moving to track Gabriel and Arianna. The older baku would be a problem, but Rhys was confident he could defeat him. Andrew moved outside the spell and met Rhys head on as Rhys moved.
“What?” Rhys asked, baffled as Andrew connected a direct hit to Rhys face. Rhys stumbled back, bleeding from the nose.
“I think she made it perfectly clear that she doesn’t want you,” Andrew replied, sensing Gabriel bouncing around the fights invisibly with Arianna still in his arms. Arianna was safe, and it was time to focus on Rhys. “She chose to be my mate. It’s time for you to get over it.”
Rhys’ face snapped up and his eyes finally met Andrew’s.
“Your mate? Ha! She can be any of our mates. It’s why I gave her my blood, and didn’t let my sister. Now I can be her mate. That’s the truth behind the legend. She can join any family. Now that bigger and better things have come along, I’m sure you’re just holding her back,” Rhys explained, casting another spell around Andrew that caused vines to magically grow out of the ground at Andrew’s feet. Andrew melted right through the vines that had taken hold of his legs.
“Are you really that blind?” Andrew asked. “We are bound.” Andrew let Arianna’s power seep momentarily out of him. Her power was distinct, and even Rhys couldn’t deny that.
“You what?” Rhys fumed, throwing more magic at Andrew, who didn’t feel a thing, as he was now part sidhe, and sidhe magic didn’t work on other sidhe.
“And I think you got the prophecy wrong. She combines the night humans. Not so that she can marry who ever she wants, but to make a new race.” Andrew cast a few of his own spells to throw back at Rhys. Rhys stood stunned as he was hit by the same growing vines, but this time, the sidhe king couldn’t move out of them.
“Not possible,” Rhys added. “You can’t do sidhe magic.” He was in denial. “What is this?” Rhys asked as the vines grew stronger around him. “Why is my magic failing? You did this, didn’t you? You tainted the princess,” Rhys accused.
Andrew backed up as Rhys was increasing his energy. The fight would begin for real now. Andrew concentrated, to grow extra-long claws on his last two fingers and they dripped with vrykolakas poison. Mori had already tested the poison to find that the hybrid night humans made vrykolakas poison, but it wasn’t deadly. Subduing Rhys was his best option as killing the leader of a clan would not be good for anyone.
Rhys barreled ahead full forced, but stumbled as he ran right through Andrew.
“What kind of trickery is that?” Rhys growled, getting back up from the ground as he had tumbled.
Andrew smiled at his new ability: fighting got a lot easier if you disappeared just before getting hit. Rhys moved quicker than Andrew expected and landed a hit on his mid-section. Unfortunately, disappearing only worked if he willed it. It didn’t matter much; Andrew was used to hits like that and it didn’t stop him from countering with a blow of his own. Even if Rhys wanted to avoid it, Andrew was far too powerful and quick to stop. Andrew hit Rhys a second time, knocking him down into the mass of people fighting around them. Rhys stood and used the additional bodies to keep his distance as he tried to hastily study Andrew. Andrew ducked and hit his next attacker with enough force to plow him into another group fighting.
“Are we already done?” Andrew asked, honing in on where Rhys was walking behind groups of fighters, and pacing a circle around Andrew.
“Guess we’ll do it this way.” Andrew stopped watching Rhys and formed two fireballs in his hands. Willing them to move, they zoomed around people looking for their target.
“Not possible,” Rhys whispered as they knocked into him. Andrew wasn’t far behind, and finally caught him with his vrykolakas nails. “Not possible,” Rhys repeated as he staggered and fell to the ground.
With Rhys defeated, Andrew allowed Arianna’s power to seep out and return to her. Arianna moved through the mass of people still fighting. Each group stopped as she passed. Her strength was returning and with each step she was pulsing more with power. Nik and Devin were fighting behind Andrew, and even they stopped with her arrival. Nik was holding his own as both men were bloodied. All around silence fell over the mass of people. Those still fighting halted and stepped away from each other. Everyone stopped to watch Arianna. She had never let her power flow out freely before, and now no one denied it. She was the strongest night human anyone had ever, or would ever, see. The war that had just began was over.



Chapter 31
 

Rhys stood before Arianna as she waited for him to respond. He still didn’t believe that Arianna wanted Andrew, but he had lost all the supporters that he had before he passed out. They had all seen the truth, even if he didn’t want to. Technically, Arianna won the competition and was free to choose her own fate. And she had chosen Andrew Lucan. No one would deny her.
“You are never to return to any other clan lands,” she repeated. “To walk away now means you will get your life and your clan, if they will take you back. You will no longer be welcome anywhere else. If you promise to leave in peace, we won’t punish you.” Arianna had to be nicer than she wanted to be. Rhys was a clan head and she didn’t want to give the sidhe any more reason to fight on.
“How?” was all Rhys could ask.
“How what?” Arianna replied, unsure what he was asking.
“How could these people fight for you? They have to follow their clans, how did you get them to your side? How did you get them away from their clans?” Rhys whispered, wanting to know her secret to power. He had recruited other clans, but none were actually loyal to him. It was just that all had the same goal, and it was that goal that held their loose coalition together.
Arianna looked around at the faces of the people now standing on the field, some more injured than others. Her side had overwhelmingly won the battle. It wasn’t really even a contest. The people were various races of night humans, some from the head thirteen clans, but most not. Her support was a variety, and she liked it that way. Arianna had won over clans and people from all over, and she noticed no difference between them all.
“You were right in that by drinking the blood of the clans, I could choose who I wanted to love. And by drinking my blood they all got the freedom to decide who they want to follow. They preferred me,” Arianna replied to the nodding of the people around her.
“And him?” Rhys nodded to Andrew, who was standing beside her. “How did he do it? He did things baku can’t do. He didn’t seem affected by my sidhe magic, and he had strange abilities.”
“Because we are no longer baku, or dearg-dul or anything else.” Arianna looked around to the people who had fought with Rhys. She needed them, more than anyone, to understand and spread the word. “My blood doesn’t just merge the baku and dearg-dul inside me. My blood merged all the night humans into a new race. Anyone who now drinks my blood will be given new powers, a combination of all night humans.” The contestants, who were divided once the fighting began, were shocked at her words.
“We are no longer clans, separated and fighting. We are all one race,” she said, and the night humans who had drunk her blood nodded. “We can use the magic of the sidhe, fire of the loogaroo, power of the draugur, and much more. It’s different for each person, but it’s the same in that we can use all the power of all the races. We are now all one race. No more divisions.”
“Not possible,” Rhys whispered.
“It is, Brother,” Nessa said, standing behind him. “That’s what grandfather was talking about. It wasn’t that she could be the mate for as many people as she wanted. It was that she would be the key to making a new race. She’s the fusion of night humans. She has created something new, and has brought us all back together.”
Loan moved to the front of the men and dropped to his knees before Arianna. “I pledge my devotion to you,” he said, bowing his head. “You will be our one, true queen from this time forth.”
Arianna smiled as Andrew huffed. “I don’t want pledges. I want the night human world to be free. Free of leaders who hold safety and life over the heads of others. Free of the fighting. Free of the forced marriages. The world I want is one of freedom. Those willing to follow new rules of freedom between the clans will be welcomed to join us.”
More of the competitors looked around each other. They were all leaders and elite families. They had never lived in a world of freedom. Most had held their clans for centuries or longer. Jan Larsen was the first to step up behind Loan.
“The draugur will follow your new rules,” Jan announced, and nodded his head to the few men standing behind him who were also draugurs.
“And so will the Loogaroo, as my impulsive grandson has already declared,” the older keeper for Loan moved and pulled his grandson upright.
Arianna smiled at them. “I’m not asking for a decision now. I know that some of you aren’t even in the place of power to join us. Go home. Tell your fathers and grandfathers,” Arianna replied. “Talk about it in your clans. Reach a decision that everyone agrees to. The offer is good for as long as I am alive; so there is no rush now.”
“You think you can just get rid of a system and traditions that have been in place as long as there have been night humans?” Nik spat out. He was bitter at the thought of losing power. “Tell me then how will you keep the masses healthy and protected?”
Arianna turned to Nik and smiled. She wasn’t going to let his hate ruin her victory. Even if no one else wanted to join her, they had her clans along with two new clans, and with that she had the support of almost half the clans. All of the lower clans supported her fully also.
“Protection will be the same way as the day humans do it. Protect your own family and volunteers protect the masses. That seems to work for them, why wouldn’t it work for us?” Arianna looked to Nik, and he couldn’t argue that point. A volunteer protective force was the system most even used now; they just had standards of who could volunteer.
“And the health? The strongest always leads, and heals those that need it,” Nik smirked, thinking he had a valid point.
“Not an issue either,” she answered. “Hospitals. They seem to work for day humans just fine.”
Nik laughed. “You expect a day human to be able to treat us?” A few of the men still undecided laughed with Nik.
“Sure why not? If the right medicine is used, anyone can heal,” Arianna replied. The men still stared at her like she was speaking another language. Some even scoffed at her reply. She seemed to talk about dreams that would never be reality in the night human world.
“I think you’ve been a day human too long. Let me educate you a bit.” Nik took a haughty tone with Arianna that brought a growl out of Andrew. Arianna placed a hand on his arm and physically calmed his growing anger. “That’s not the way it works for night humans. We are a bit different, if you couldn’t already tell. We don’t go to hospitals, as there is nothing they can do for us. We don’t need medicine to heal, we need blood.”
“Maybe you do, but we don’t.” Arianna motioned for Gabriel and Turner to come near. Turner was fairly undamaged by the fight, but still had a swelled eye from a good punch he took. Gabriel held out the vial of clear liquid to Arianna. She carefully opened it and dropped a drop into Turner’s mouth. Instantly his eye went back to normal, and all the minor cuts and scrapes pulled together. The men standing around were all shocked, including Nik Katsulas, who never lacked for something to say.
“We’ve modified what it is in my blood that heals people, and now can heal just about anything. Severe wounds take a bit more than a drop, but for everything else a drop is enough. I’d call this medicine.” No one had anything left to argue with her. Awe settled over the crowd.
“So, as I was saying,” Arianna broke the silence. The people standing around that fought beside her already were in awe of her, and now so were the rest of the people. “No need to decide anything now. Go home and talk with your people about my offer. I ask that those present who are not leaders talk as well. A world free of all this conflict would benefit not only leaders, but the people they protect, too.” Arianna doubted that many of the families would be so willing to give up power, but her demonstration was more for the followers that they brought with today. They would see the truth and demand change.
Arianna reached over to Andrew, who pulled her in close to him. He would never lose her. The battle was done and they were still together. They were connected, and no one would take her away. She would be his forever. Arianna smiled up at him, and then nuzzled into his hug. Together they found true happiness. Arianna didn’t sense the change in Rhys behind her before Devin had already moved to absorb the slash meant for her back.



Chapter 32
 

Nessa didn’t hesitate as she struck back, landing a fatal blow on her brother. He had just tried to kill Arianna by attacking from behind, after she granted him his life. Quickly, without looking at what she had just done, she kneeled beside Arianna over Devin’s body. Arianna stared in horror at the slash across Devin’s chest and midsection that cut through muscle. He was bleeding heavily all over the ground as the blood continued to seep out of him.
“Save him,” Nessa demanded.
“I can’t,” Arianna said, still staring in shock at him. Devin smiled weakly up at Arianna and Andrew standing behind her, giving her hand one last squeeze.
“What do you mean you can’t? You just made Turner’s wounds instantly disappear. Where is that vial? Give it to me, and I’ll save him,” Nessa ordered.
Arianna didn’t look up from Devin’s face. He was dying, but not even mad for it being so. In fact he was actually at peace. He didn’t fear death like everyone else did. He had expected to die years ago, and this had all been a great adventure.
“The medicine was made from my blood. I can’t use my blood because I promised him,” Arianna said through tears.
“You let him save your life, and now won’t save his?” Nessa was angry, yet ready to beg if needed.
“Devin doesn’t want to be one of us,” Andrew replied as Arianna could no longer talk.
“What do you mean?” Nessa knew precious moments were fading away. Soon Devin would be dead. It didn’t take much to kill a day human, even one as strong as Devin.
“Arianna is a pureblood and pureblood dearg-dul can create another by feeding on a day human and then giving them their blood. If Arianna gives her blood to Devin now, he will turn into a dearg-dul. He asked us never to allow that,” Andrew replied, watching only Arianna now.
“Then you save him. You did it before,” Nessa replied. She wanted to slap sense into Arianna and Andrew to save Devin. How could they just let him die?
“None of us can,” Turner said from Nessa’s other side. “We all took Arianna’s blood to defend her today. We all carry her blood within us. Any of our blood will turn him into a night human now.” Turner spoke the truth they all knew. No one Arianna loved could save Devin, and all the night humans not changed around her didn’t have the power to save someone from such a wound.
“So that’s it? You’ll just let him die?” Nessa was shocked. She stood up and wanted to scream, but did not. They were doing what Devin wanted, yet it seemed wrong. His life was slowly fading. She had to be able to do something. Nessa wanted to run, jump up and down, or just fly away. It was too unreal to comprehend. Even as all-powerful as Arianna was, she couldn’t save Devin.
“It’s okay,” Arianna whispered. Nessa couldn’t tell if her words were meant for her or for Devin. “He’s says to tell you he will be fine. He’s been waiting for this day for over ten years.” Andrew’s hands tightened on Arianna’s shoulders.
Devin looked up to Nessa briefly before closing his eyes. He didn’t even acknowledge the pain he was in. It had to be tremendous, but then again, Devin was tough. He was a warrior; he wouldn’t show pain. Nessa knew warriors. The elite sidhe families were always warriors. She was raised as a warrior. A warrior would not fail in the end. And Devin didn’t fail. He saved Arianna. Nessa looked back down at him. It wouldn’t be long now before he was dead. Her tears were already forming. Devin didn’t fail, but she did. She told Arianna she would keep everyone safe from Rhys. She told everyone she could handle him. She was complacent and let Rhys attack. This was her fault.
Devin rested like he was sleeping as his life slowly slid away. For once in her life, Nessa cursed her sidhe blood. It wasn’t strong enough to save someone. Devin deserved to be saved. Nessa never really cared what happened in the night human world she was raised in, and couldn’t wait to get out. But Devin cared about this world and he wasn’t even one of them. He deserved to live long enough to see Arianna change it into a place that even Nessa would be happy to be part of. One of the sidhe warriors who had come with Rhys moved from Rhys’ dead body to Nessa.
“Can you bear to be with him forever?” the older man asked.
“What?” Nessa asked.
“If you bind a human, you will bear the weight of the wound with him. Together, you can both survive, but alone he will die,” the man replied before moving back to Rhys’ body. Nessa looked up at the man. She remembered him from her childhood, but could not recall his name. She searched his face. Was he telling the truth? Could Nessa deal with Devin forever? Forever was a long time.
Nessa knelt at his side. It wasn’t much of a choice if the man was correct. She could bind her life to Devin’s forever, and he would live. Or choose not to and watch him die. Devin could be a bit hard to deal with, but he deserved to live. He deserved to watch the world change. He was still needed here.
“Devin,” Nessa said quietly, and looked to Arianna for a response. “You need to be willing for this to work.”
‘Tell her I’m fine with dying,’
Devin told Arianna.
‘But I’m not fine with it,’
Arianna replied.
‘You have Andrew. He will take care of you. You don’t need me.’
The weight of death was calling to him. It wouldn’t be long now.
‘And you deserve to get your life back. You can’t just be the hero and expect us to not care when you die. Suck it up and bind to her or I will never forgive you,’
Arianna threatened, feeling death call for him.
Devin paused for a moment. It was peaceful in the dark. Death wasn’t as scary as everyone made it out to be. He really was fine dying.
‘I can’t let you die,’
Arianna replied.
‘We will do this with or without your consent. You can’t stop us anyway.’
Devin laughed mentally. That was the stubborn Arianna he knew from his childhood. She was back. She was strong enough to protect herself and everyone else. She didn’t need him around anymore.
‘I do too need you,’
Arianna replied, reading his thoughts now.
‘You’re my keeper. I am begging you. Please just bind to Nessa and get better.’
‘And you can’t just let me go?’
Devin couldn’t fight her on this. He would, and always did, do exactly what Arianna wanted, especially when she begged.
‘Fine,’
he answered, hoping the darkness would take him swiftly as the alternative wasn’t going to be pleasant.
“He agrees,” Arianna told Nessa, who immediately swiped the fresh blood off his chest before feeding him her own.
The deep cut began to close on Devin as a matching cut broke open on Nessa. She gritted her teeth as her own night human blood began to knit the skin back together. It was way more painful than she had been expecting. The cut was deep, and tissue and muscle were torn. Pain filled her. She gaped in awe of Devin. He was much stronger than she ever expected.



Chapter 33
 

Arianna looked up from her book as she sat in her own, poison-free bedroom back at her Aunt Lilly and Uncle Dean’s apartment that had been thoroughly clean since she ran away from the night human world a month ago after her guard Molina had been poisoning her everywhere they lived. Devin was standing in the doorway with a packed bag.
“We will only be gone two weeks,” he said with Nessa pouting behind him.
“I told you that I can do this myself,” Nessa replied. It had been one week since the tournament ended and Devin was back to full health. Several night humans had died in the fight, but none were Arianna’s own. Everyone she had transformed fared better than the rest. They even healed quicker from the cuts and bruises they got.
“You’re not going home to your parents alone to tell them that you killed your brother and bound yourself to a day human,” Devin answered, not looking behind himself at Nessa. “Everything is in order for the next two weeks. You should be fine. Gabriel has said he’ll be around to check on you and will travel to the Randolph estate with you when you head back.”
Nessa tapped her foot impatiently. Arianna smiled. Devin was going to have his hands full keeping track of her. Arianna hopped up from her comfortable spot, and ran over to hug him as he turned to leave.
“Thank you for saying yes to living,” she said quietly. It was easier now to hug him. There were no lingering feelings between them. Arianna knew that the bindings changed everything. The door that he voluntarily kept locked was now permanently closed in his mind. Devin patted her back and nodded to Andrew behind her, who was still lying on her bed.
“I already regret it,” he teased as he nodded to Nessa by the door, who was growing more and more impatient.
“Have a fun trip.” Arianna winked.
“Like having teeth pulled,” he replied, opening the door and motioning for Nessa to move through it. She balked at his offer to hold the door and waited for him to go first. Devin sighed and passed through the door. Nessa turned as she shut the door and smiled sweetly at Arianna.
“Don’t drive him too nuts now; I still need his help getting everything organized for elections,” Arianna replied.
“Ahh, but then there would be no fun in this trip.” Nessa grinned at Arianna as Devin stood below on the stairs, waiting for her. Nessa winked at Arianna and turned to sulk as she walked down the stairs.
Arianna walked back to her bed and laid back down, using Andrew as a pillow.
“Do you think they’ll both survive this?” Arianna asked. Nessa and Devin had done nothing but fight the whole time they were supposed to be recovering.
“Oh, I think they’ll be fine,” Andrew replied. Behind all the anger and temper tantrums, there was so much more. He’d seen it back at the competition. Nessa was just the type of girl Devin needed. Andrew brushed back Arianna’s hair and kissed her forehead. Arianna was just the type of girl he needed.
“What was that for?” Arianna asked. Andrew had been silently watching her.
“For being you,” Andrew replied.
The world needed Arianna and the change she would bring. Now that it was happening, soon Andrew could have Arianna all to himself. It would take a few more weeks to arrange everything after Devin returned, but thanks to Arianna, the night human world was shifting. She was bringing night humans together physically and mentally. Two more clans already decided to join her, bringing the clans up to eight of thirteen. Two more were voting that week to decide whether they wanted to join or not. All the lesser clans had joined immediately. There was peace now, and freedom. Night humans were joining together and making their own way in the world. Soon Arianna could be just a normal teenager again. She could go back to school with her friends for her senior year. She could go to movies and hang out at the mall. She no longer needed to the blue-eyed legend. Her role in changing the world was almost over. They might never know the exact words behind the legend, but that was the best part. They didn’t need to know. She was making her own fate now.
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Summary:
Arianna has gathered the outside clans to decide her fate in marriage. A tournament will be held, and she is the prize, whether she wants to be or not. The only thing for her to do is watch the clan leaders fight over her, or is it? Thanks to her team’s well-made plans, Arianna has other strategies in place. Hopefully one of those plans will earn her freedom.
As the contestants gather and she learns more about the night human world, there are new allies to keep close and more enemies to keep even closer. Some even hold more secrets to her legend and possibly the actual reason to her existence. Now Arianna must decide what to do with the fate she has been dealt. The time has come to step out of the shadows of the men who protect her, and into her own power. The time is now for Arianna to take control, and fight for the destiny she wants to live.
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